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AWARENESS OF MORAL INJURY AMONG TORONTO POLICE
Abstract
Moral injury is believed to exist within the Canadian Police Services though it is difficult
to recognize and is usually ignored. The research data emerging from military and first responders
(i.e., police, firefighters, and EMS personnel) reveal the effects of moral injury and its implications
for mental and spiritual health as it persists throughout the life and career of those affected.
This study investigates how moral injury may emerge from a potentially traumatic event(s)
and/or psychological trauma and/or independent from such trauma and how moral injury may
come to exist in members of the Toronto Police Service, as well as how it affects their health and
spiritual well-being. Although only two of the 15 participants had heard the term moral injury
prior to the study, 13 participants believed they had experienced moral injury when the meaning
was explained. Participants agreed that the range of criminal activity witnessed in the line of duty
was a source of moral conflict and injury, in addition to the challenging decisions and actions
inherent to police work. Experiences described by participants that challenged their identity as a
“good guy” also contributed to moral conflict and moral injury. Those who had prior military
experience and had been diagnosed with PTSD acknowledged that moral injury could be
experienced in response to a traumatic incident that led to symptoms of PTSD, but could also be
experienced without accompanying symptoms of PTSD.
Participants described emotional, mental and physical effects apparently associated with
experiences of moral injury and identified coping strategies, including setting boundaries, faith,
and social support. Social support was identified as one of the most helpful strategies for coping
with the moral conflict and systemic frustrations.
Discernment is needed to differentiate between moral injury and PTSD. In addition, the
question remains whether moral injury is as prevalent in the Canadian Police Services as it is in

2

AWARENESS OF MORAL INJURY AMONG TORONTO POLICE
the military. Many questions remain unanswered; further empirical work is needed in this critical
area.
Keywords: combat, beliefs, mental health, moral injury, post-traumatic stress disorder, trauma
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Background and Landscape of Moral Injury
Men and women in uniform often suffer in silence. Their work can lead them into lifealtering situations and place them in positions where they have to make choices that differ from
their moral code. This is coupled with the fact that expressing any resulting inner conflict or
personal anguish to their peers or superiors may be construed as weakness. This presents a
situation that may leave invisible scars and moral burdens that go untreated. During my
interactions with police officers both as a police and military chaplain it has helped me gain
some insights into the policing work where I have frequently witnessed their expressions and
feelings of guilt, shame, as well as personal blame and resentment, over past choices they felt
compelled to make and actions they took. These adverse reactions are often vocalized after the
officer has been involved in or witnessed a traumatic event—that is, an event that they perceive
to be outside of their internal meaning-reality systems. They may often feel that there is
“something wrong” with them although they cannot entirely identify the problem. What is the
“wrongness” that they are aware of but cannot articulate? Could they be describing a moral
injury? Does this “something wrong” impact their health on both emotional and physical levels?
If we had a better understanding of what they are describing and how it affects their lives, could
chaplains and other support providers be more effective in assisting first responders to lead
healthier lives? These questions lay at the core of this research.
Herman (1992) noted the importance of defining trauma. She defined it as “any event
that overwhelms a person’s ability to cope.” She further states that it is “an affliction of the

powerless. At the moment of trauma, the victim is rendered helpless by overwhelming force.…
Traumatic events overwhelm the ordinary systems of care that give people a sense of control,
8
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connection and meaning” (p. 32). For instance, in 2018, an attack involving a van occurred in
Toronto, Canada. In this case, a suspect drove uncontrollably down a section of a busy street
(Yonge Street), killing 10 people, injuring 16. More damage could have been done if it were not
for the intervention of Toronto police officers and one constable who confronted the driver.
Many people were left with a loss of a sense of control, connection, and meaning. The police
officer who confronted the driver, along with other police officers, reported being traumatized by
the experience, and fellow officers spoke about secondary trauma as they came together
afterward in a vigil that began to help in the healing process and bring closure to the loss.
As Herman (1992) explained, trauma can happen to anyone. However, police officers
may experience a particular type of trauma on an ongoing basis, which may lead to the onset of
moral injury.1 Advocating and providing support for those who suffer from moral injury is
challenging because this type of injury is difficult to discern and because officers may be
stigmatized if traumatization is revealed to their superiors.
According to Litz et al. (2009), individuals who have experienced moral injury need a
listening ear to guide them through the process of identifying moral wounds and help them
facilitate self-forgiveness. This includes developing a healing process that will move them
toward normalization and reintegration. This process is often referred to as embracing a new
normal and needs to happen after an incident of loss, trauma, shock, injury, or death. Hence,
moral injury appears to be a type of psychological distress that affects a person internally.
Moral injury, as noted by Drescher et al. (2011), is an emerging construct in the fields of
psychology, traumatology, and spirituality, and it occurs when there is a violation of one’s

1

Moral injury is a loss injury, a disruption in our trust that occurs in relation to our moral values and beliefs. Any
event, action, or inaction transgressing our moral/ethical beliefs, expectations, and standards can set the stage for
moral injury (https://www.camh.ca/en/camh-news-and-stories/moral-injury).
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deeply held beliefs or moral convictions, which may lead to traumatization. I will briefly
compare both moral injury and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) for similarities and
differences and identify any unique findings in non-military and military (USA-based) research.
Finally, emphasis will be placed on spiritual care and recovery of the soul from moral injury.
Moral Injury
According to Farnsworth et al. (2014), the concept of moral injury as a subject of inquiry
emerged from research exploring the effects of trauma on members of the military. The term
“moral injury” was coined by Shay (2014) to capture the type of traumatic injury stemming from
a moral conflict between an action the individual has taken or witnessed and what he/she
believes is right. He defined it as “a betrayal of what’s right, by someone who holds legitimate
authority and in a high stakes situation” (p. 183). Shay used the expression of “both flavours” (p.
183) to mean that moral injury may occur from both internal and external actions. Sherman
(2015), in his research on the psychological effects of moral injury, described moral injury as
internal mental anguish that results from damage to a person’s moral foundation, which is often
invisible and unknown unless the person experiencing it chooses to express it.
Shay (2014) argued that moral injury denigrates character and changes people. He noted
that moral injury
deteriorates their character; their ideals, ambitions, and attachments begin to change and
shrink. Both flavors of moral injury impair and sometimes destroy the capacity for trust.
When social trust is destroyed, it is replaced by the settled expectancy of harm,
exploitation, and humiliation from others. (p. 186)
Brock and Lettini (2012) asserted that “moral injury results when soldiers violate their
core moral beliefs, and in evaluating their behaviour negatively, they feel they no longer live in a
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reliable, meaningful world and can no longer be regarded as decent human beings” (p. 15).
Farnsworth et al. (2014), in their study of trauma and military personnel, suggested that it is the
very existence of a moral code—that is, an individual’s sense of right or wrong—that may
explain the development of moral injury. Individuals who have failed to live up to the moral
expectations of their profession may experience feelings of betrayal, whether self-imposed or
imposed by authority figures (i.e., a ranking leader/officer, etc.). According to Litz et al. (2009),
in their study of the effect of moral injury on military members, “moral injury is caused by
perpetrating, failing to prevent, bearing witness to or learning about acts that challenge deeply
held moral beliefs and expectations” (p. 700). These authors emphasized that moral injury
requires an act of transgression that contradicts personal or shared expectations concerning the
rules and acceptable codes of conduct. This can occur either during the traumatic event or at
some point afterward. The offending event can be an act of wrongdoing, failure to prevent
serious unethical behaviour, or the witnessing of such an event. For an offence to have occurred,
the individual must be aware of the discrepancy between their morals and the transgressive
experience. This discrepancy becomes the cause of dissonance and inner conflict.
Drescher et al.’s (2011) study of moral transgression argued that moral injury may occur
as the result of acts of commission—where one commits an act that transgresses one’s moral
code—or by acts of omission—where one does not prevent an act that transgresses one’s moral
code, a further nuance to moral injury.
It was noted by DeScioli et al. (2012) that moral violations appear to be judged less
wrong when a violation results from an act of omission as opposed to commission. If the
violation is a derivative or by-product and not a means to an end, it mitigates a sense of wrong.
In other words, a person’s cognitive system governs their sense of moral rightness and
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wrongness for different types of violent offences, such as killing or other harmful or addictive
behaviours. Hence, if the act of moral violation was an overt action, it is more likely to exact a
greater sense of wrong on an individual as opposed to indirect action.
Sherman (2015) emphasized that moral injury is not superficial and may haunt the person
for a long time because moral injury involves a person’s failure to hold themselves or others to
account. They may feel an ongoing sense of moral violation, which causes painful grievances
based on their humanitarian philosophy and self-directed sense of accountability. Consequently,
Brock and Lettini (2012), in their study of how moral injury may affect a person’s sense of
meaning and worth, suggested that in such situations, men and women often experience intense
guilt leading to depression.
Brock and Lettini (2012) pointed out that those who have experienced moral injury may
have difficulty forming a coherent memory of a traumatic event or may be unable to recall it
entirely. Victims may face symptoms such as flashbacks, nightmares, hypervigilance, and
dissociation. As a result, sufferers often self-medicate through the use of alcohol and drugs or
display addictive behaviours. Such adverse activities may shatter perceptions of moral self-worth
and lead to self-hatred, torment, and a sense of worthlessness.
A number of cues may act as indicators to aid in further understanding and identifying
moral injury (see Table 1).
Table 1
Possible Cues for Moral Injury
Identifying Issues

Presenting Issues

Social and behavioral problems
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Misconduct



Sociopathy (behaviorally expressed as
an inability to get along with others or
abide by societal rules)

Trust issues



Lack of trust in self or others

Spiritual and existential issues



Loss of religious faith



Loss of trust in morality



Loss of meaning



Fatalism (behaviorally expressed as
powerlessness or an attitude of
resignation)



Negative changes in ethical attitudes
and behavior



Depression



Anxiety



Anger



Impulse to seek revenge



Shame



Guilt



Self-loathing (behaviorally expressed
as self-blame, self-attack, and selfdestructive behaviors)



Feeling of being damaged

Psychological symptoms

Self-deprecating emotions and cognitions

Note. Information based on the following sources: Kent D. Drescher, David W. Foy, and
Caroline Kelly, 2011, “An Exploration of the Viability and Usefulness of the Construct of Moral
Injury in War Veterans,” Traumatology 17(1), pp. 8-13; William P. Nash and Brett T. Litz, 2013,
“Moral Injury: A Mechanism for War-Related Psychological Trauma in Military Family
Members,” Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review 16(4), pp. 365-375; and B.T. Litz et
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al., 2009, “Moral Injury and Moral Repair in War Veterans: A Preliminary Model and
Intervention Strategy,” Clinical Psychology Review 29(8), pp. 695-706.

According to Farnsworth et al. (2014), cognitive, affective, spiritual, and social
dimensions have shown to be interrelated with moral injury, and greater exploration in the area
of moral psychology may provide further understanding of the interplay of these factors. Further
understanding of moral injury may open new opportunities for clinical work, such as studying
the cognitive, emotional, and behavioural effects or disturbances that may occur in first
responders. Finally, the role of positive moral emotions in existing and emerging trauma-focused
interventions should be considered for their potential in recovery outcomes. This means that we
can help those who have been traumatized and who may suffer with moral injury reframe their
assessment of the event to look at any good that may come out of a seemingly negative situation.

This can be done by challenging negative thought assumptions by looking at the positive
outcomes or possibilities that may occur.
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
An understanding of PTSD helps us distinguish the difference with moral injury. With
this comprehension, we can identify moral injury uniquely from PTSD and observe any overlap.
Both moral injury and PTSD are psychologically based results of traumatic events although each
can emerge on its own. PTSD is discussed by Friedman (2015) as a psychological response to
the experience of intense traumatic events, particularly those that threaten life. It can affect
people of any age, culture, or gender but is a condition that has been closely associated with
individuals who have been traumatized in the course of military service. Although the term

“PTSD” is recent, the condition has been known to exist at least since the times of ancient
Greece even though it was known by different names. For example, according to Crocq and
14
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Crocq (2000, p. 47), during the American Civil War, PTSD was referred to as “soldier’s heart”;
during the First World War, it was called “shell shock”; and in the Second World War, it was
known as “combat stress reaction” or operational stress. More generally, many soldiers were
labelled as “having battle fatigue” when they experienced symptoms now associated with PTSD
during combat. Subsequently, only after the Vietnam War did the American Psychiatric
Association start describing the effects of trauma that veterans experienced as PTSD.
According to the America Psychological Association (2017),
PTSD as now defined in the DSM-5, is characterized by four core symptom clusters: (1)
recurrent, involuntary, and intrusive recollections of the event, (2) avoidance of stimuli
associated with the trauma, (3) negative alterations in cognitions or moods associated
with the event, or numbing (or both), and (4) alterations in arousal and reactivity,
including a heightened sensitivity to potential threat. (p. 8)
The first cluster of PTSD symptoms as described by the American Psychological
Association (2017) includes random memories of the traumatic event and may also include
related recurring dreams, flashbacks, or intense or prolonged psychological distress. The
avoidance cluster includes seeking to avoid distressing memories, thoughts, feelings, or external
reminders of the event. Negative cognitions and mood changes, cluster three, include an array of
thought and feelings ranging from self-blame to distorted thoughts about one’s self. Feelings of
alienation, a decreased interest in people or activities, or even an inability to recall highlights of
the event may also be manifested in this cluster of symptoms. Finally, the arousal cluster of
symptoms includes aggressive, uncontrolled patterns of self-destructive behaviour, sleep
disturbances, hypervigilance, reckless activities, and/or related problems.
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Herman (1992) indicated that PTSD can be seen as part of a normal human response to
intense and overwhelming experiences. Herman claimed that in the majority of people, the
symptoms reduce or disappear over the first few months, particularly when there is a supportive
network of family and friends surrounding the individual afflicted with the symptoms. In some
cases, the symptoms do not resolve and may continue to cause problems for the rest of the
person’s life. Herman also asserted that it is common for symptoms to change in intensity over
time, especially if there is repeated or prolonged trauma. Some people who go for long periods
without any significant problems can relapse when they have to deal with other major life
stressors or when they experience re-traumatization. In rare circumstances, the symptoms may
not appear for years after the trauma.

Similarities and Differences between Moral Injury and PTSD

If a traumatic event precipitates both moral injury and PTSD, how can we distinguish
between them? Brock and Lettini (2012) suggested that moral injury results from the breaching
of one’s belief structure, is a violation of a moral agreement with one’s self, whereas PTSD is a
physiological and psychological response to trauma, and affects one’s sense of safety. Moral
injury can be so deeply embedded in one’s mind that it may never surface, except when it
influences a person’s decisions in the future, is triggered by a moral violation, or possibly
translates into a PTSD issue. There is more empirical evidence for PTSD, which can include a
complex myriad of psychological trauma with physiological reactions or symptoms. The authors,
Litz et al. (2009), proposed the following comparative analysis between moral injury and PTSD
(see Table 2).

Table 2
Comparative Analysis between Moral Injury and PTSD
16

AWARENESS OF MORAL INJURY AMONG TORONTO POLICE
Criteria

DSM Diagnosis of PTSD

Moral Injury (Not in DSM)

Triggering event

Actual or threatened death or
serious injury

Acts that violate deeply held
moral values

Individual’s role at the time
of event

Victim or witness

Perpetrator, victim, or witness

Predominant painful emotions Fear, horror, helplessness

Guilt, shame, anger

Re-experiencing

YES

YES

Avoidance or numbing?

YES

YES

Physiological arousal level?

YES

NO

What necessity is lost?

Safety

Trust

Note. This comparative chart indicates the criteria used to diagnose PTSD and moral injury
respectively, with their similarities and unique differences. Adapted from “Moral Injury and
Moral Repair in War Veterans: A Preliminary Model and Intervention Strategy,” by B. T. Litz,
N. Stein, E. Delaney, L. Lebowitz, W. P. Nash, C. Silva, and S. Maguen, 2009, Clinical
Psychology Review, 29, 695-706.
Brock and Lettini (2012) argued that PTSD is both a psychological and physiological
response to fear. PTSD produces hormones that affect the brain’s response to fear for one’s
safety. Alternatively, they stated that
moral injury is not PTSD.… It is possible to have moral injury without PTSD.… PTSD
occurs in response to prolonged or extreme trauma and is a fear-victim reaction to
danger. It produces hormones that affect the brain’s amygdala and hippocampus, which
control responses to fear as well as regulate emotions and connect fear to memory. (p.

15)

17

AWARENESS OF MORAL INJURY AMONG TORONTO POLICE
In contrast to PTSD, although the mechanisms involved in the emergence of moral injury
are not yet fully comprehended, Farnsworth et al. (2014) suggested that it may be understood to
be a condition that emerges when individuals feel that they have engaged in or witnessed events
that contradict their innermost moral values and beliefs. A moral injury is not, in other words, as
much of a response to fear as it is a response to a perceived dissonance between one’s personal
moral code and a transgressive event.
According to Gibbons-Neff (2015), moral injury and PTSD share similar characteristics
and symptoms, and unfortunately, moral injury is often labelled as PTSD. This misdiagnosis
occurs among military personnel, police officers, firefighters, or emergency medical service
(EMS) personnel, where PTSD has simply become an all-encompassing term. Being able to
distinguish each concept as having its own causality will allow individuals to better understand
how the trauma they have faced is affecting them and to help determine the appropriate treatment
to diminish or perhaps heal their wounds. Ehrenreich (2003) argued that conflating human
response with traumatic experiences of all types “under the rubric of PTSD is not just a semantic
issue” (p. 22). When all traumatization is perceived under the unified conceptual lens of PTSD,
there may be negative consequences for research on trauma and for the treatment made available
to individuals suffering from a moral injury or PTSD or both.
Litz et al. (2009) summed up the difference between PTSD and moral injury when they
concluded that “moral injury is considered a dimensional problem since it differs from the
typically observed post-deployment mental health problems, with no threshold for establishing
its presence, whereas PTSD is a mental disorder that requires a diagnosis” (p. 696). Therefore,
moral injury is a multifaceted construct and condition, and various factors that contribute to its
development, such as triggers, loss, painful emotions, avoidance, numbing, and so on, must be
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considered. Litz et al. (2009) further noted that neither a perceived moral transgression nor the
associations with shame, guilt, and self-handicapping behaviours that are typical of moral injury
are necessary for a PTSD diagnosis.
Hence, the connection that exists between moral injury and PTSD is acknowledged.
Although there are some commonalities between PTSD and moral injury, there are stark
differences that distinguish them. As such, it is important to examine how PTSD differs from
moral injury. It is important to note the invisible ways in which moral injury can affect one’s
values, ethics, and religious and moral beliefs, even without the presence of PTSD.
PTSD does not sufficiently capture what is at stake for sufferers of moral injury because
its triggering trauma does not necessarily involve a perceived moral failure. It is, therefore,
imperative to understand moral injury as a concept in and of itself. Doing otherwise not only
prevents individuals who are morally injured from understanding how the trauma they faced is
affecting them, but it also interferes with the ability of researchers and service providers to
develop appropriate treatments that would help such individuals alleviate or perhaps even heal
their psychological wounds. Finally, I will inquire and investigate the research question: How do
Canadian police officers who have experienced violations of their moral/personal beliefs/values
in the line of duty describe the effects of such violations on their health and well-being and the
ways they have coped with their experiences?

19
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
Law Enforcement and First Responders
Kirschman et al. (2014) argued that the number one error made by researchers analyzing
the work of police officers is a lack of entirely understanding the culture of law enforcement.
This lack of understanding leads researchers to make false assumptions about police work, such
as that when they finish their shift, they leave it behind and that police officers are inherently
able to handle the demands of their jobs. By entering the world of policing, we gain further
insights as to the nature of the work, how to relate to them and the physical, mental, social and
emotional toll it takes on police officers.
In a study conducted specifically by therapists who work with police, Kirschman et al.
(2014) attempted to eliminate such false suppositions by identifying the complexities that
surround the life of law enforcement officers. This included commentary on the environment of
police work. Kirschman et al. (2014) elaborate further for instance, that officers have to juggle
their own personal lives, including marriage, family, children, and other responsibilities, while
maintaining the balance, composure, and competency required for police work. This may affect
the quality and concentration they give to their work. Moreover, certain maladaptive ways of
coping with the work, such as emotional distancing, anger, and maladaptive coping, such as
substance abuse and sexual acting out are not uncommon. Furthermore, individual officers may
feel that they are the only ones going through an issue and that it is unique to them. This results
from psychologically maximizing their own experience while minimizing the experiences of
others because sharing troubling experiences with other officers is seen as revealing weakness.
A major goal when working with police officers who are suffering from moral injury is to
assist in symptom reduction and to help them return to a previous level of functioning after a
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traumatic event or incident. According to Kirschman et al. (2014), “it is not the incident per se
that determines whether an officer develops persistent symptoms; rather, it is the degree to which
the officer personalizes responsibility for the outcome of the incident” (p. 55). To illustrate how
work can permeate an individual’s personal life, the researchers asked the question, “If one were
working as a barista when they go home, would they smell like coffee?” (p. 55). In a similar
sense, police officers also bring home the “aroma” of the problems they encounter. The argument
that Kirschman et al. (2014) made is that helping officers have meaningful conversations with
their families and share their concerns and issues with professional counsellors helps mitigate the
potential negative impact of their work life on their personal life.
Kirschman et al. (2014) also emphasized the importance of encouraging support groups
at work, particularly since police officers face confidentiality issues when it comes to sharing
work issues with family members. Additionally, strategies and techniques were suggested to help
officers maintain their mental health and to help them dissociate the responsibility for the
problem from their self-evaluation and to encourage better processing. After all, according to
Kirschman et al. (2014), engaging in or witnessing a shooting, murder, and/or act of violence is a
significant predictor of mental health issues and moral injury symptoms. These symptoms
include an increase in the abuse of alcohol, anxiety, depression, and flashbacks, even after
statistical control for perceived danger, exposure to death and dying, and witnessing the killing
of fellow police officers.
In their study of over 700 police officers, Weiss et al. (2010) used the Critical Incident
History Questionnaire to assess the effects of cumulative exposure to traumatic incidents on
police by examining incident frequency and rated severity. Although the study did not
specifically consider moral injury as an effect of such exposure, it did find that cumulative
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exposure to frequent and severe incidents of violence, hostile situations, traumatic events, and
deaths was associated with the onset of PTSD symptoms although the relationship was modest.
Weiss et al. (2010) also found that severe incident ratings were not biased by whether officers
had ever experienced the incident. It was concluded that if the frequency is weighted by severity,
it does not change the relevance of the incident, and whether there is cumulative exposure to
trauma or not, there may be some effect on the individual. This study suggests is that in addition
to the nature of the critical incident, other factors—perhaps, for example, an officer’s values—
may play a role in the psychological effects on the officer. This study may have some
implications for understanding moral injury and how it may affect the individual.
Komarovskaya et al. (2011) examined the relationship between mental health and killing
or seriously injuring someone in the line of duty. The study used a sample size of 400
participants from across the United States. The mental health of the officers was first assessed
during academy training and then at five additional time points over the subsequent three years.
The researchers discovered that, in the first three years of service, nearly 10% of police officers
reported having to kill or seriously injure someone in the line of duty. They also found a
significant association of such events with PTSD symptoms and a marginal association with
depression symptoms, after controlling for demographics and exposure to killing or seriously
injuring someone in the line of duty. For example, when police officers have to use lethal force
to avert or apprehend a perpetrator, this can have a cumulative effect on their mental well-being.
Given the study identified the impact on a police officer’s well-being following an incident
where they needed to kill or seriously harm someone, it indicates the importance of investigating
further the potential for moral injury in these situations.
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Gillis (2016) suggested that police officers who witness or perpetrate a violent act such
as killing are at risk for experiencing psychological trauma. Gillis concluded that psychological
trauma is an occupational hazard at the workplace or in the line of duty and may lead to the onset
of PTSD. Gillis found that such psychological trauma produces deep emotional pain and guilt
that cannot be explained and warns that many police personnel may not know where to go for
help to deal with their feelings. Their inability to find help can result in suicidal ideation.
Alexander and Klein (2009) explored the toll that disaster response takes on first
responders such as police, firefighters, and EMS personnel and identified coping strategies on
the part of first responders. The authors found that many first responders experienced
compassion fatigue2 from the mental and physical demands of their work. Similarly, Bentley et
al. (2013) reported that the prevalence and severity of depression, anxiety, and stress among
EMS personnel was relatively high due to the demands of the work and corresponding toll it
takes on these first responders. Notably, they also found that work-life characteristics such as
quality of family, social ties, and personal interests are associated with risk of depression,
anxiety, and stress in response to work-related stress. Compassion fatigue may contribute to the
development of and even exacerbate moral injury.
Bentley et al. (2013) argued that first responders need to be aware of their own potential
for moral injury and consider that exposure to potentially traumatic events may make them
vulnerable—that is to say, first responders need to reflect on what effect it will have on them if
they do not decompress and find constructive coping strategies. Although Bentley et al.’s study

2

Figley (1988) defined “compassion fatigue” as the cumulative stress and burden of living and caring for people
(i.e., family, friends, or patients) who may have experienced trauma and PTSD. Since for Figley (2002), “the very
act of being compassionate and empathic extracts a cost under most circumstances . . . compassion fatigue, like any
other kind of fatigue, reduces our capacity or our interest in bearing the suffering of others” (p. 1434). This reduced
capacity causes the burnout associated with compassion fatigue.
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did not look specifically at police officers, its findings suggest that symptoms of compassion
fatigue would likely affect police officers because of the many parallels between the work that
they do and the work performed by EMS workers. Police officers may also be similar to EMS
officers in terms of their response to the conditions of their work; namely, they may also suffer in
silence. Like EMS workers, police officers’ compassion fatigue might often go unnoticed or
ignored because of the assumption that, according to Bentley et al. (2013), such fatigue comes
with this type of work and must be borne without complaint.
Military Findings on Moral Injury
A significant amount of research on moral injury and its association with PTSD has been
conducted with members of the military; it is important to note that much of this work, such as
that conducted by Nash (2009), Litz (2009), Maguen (2012), and Drescher (2011), has focused
on soldiers and veterans from outside of Canada. In contrast to the amount of work that has
explored moral injury in the military, there is a paucity of research on moral injury within
Canadian policing services. Nevertheless, it is believed that the trauma that soldiers/veterans are
exposed to is similar to that of police because the training, hierarchy and structure, traumatic
events, and supports (i.e., resources such as EAP, chaplains, social workers/psychologists) in
both institutions are comparable. Thus, research on moral injury in the military may provide
important context for moral injury in police work. Similarly, since Canada and the United States
have similar demographics, sociological perspectives, and opportunities for enforcement
personnel, research on moral injury from both countries has been linked for the purposes of this
literature review. Nonetheless, the Canadian police context will vary on some levels from that of
the United States given our unique history, heritage, social/political thought, and the Canadian
multicultural milieu.
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Litz et al.’s (2009) comprehensive review of moral injury within the United States
military provided definitions and a conceptual model (see Figure 1) of moral injury to illustrate
how moral injury works from inception to the process of experiencing moral injury (see Figure
1). Litz et al.’s model also suggested intervention methods and revealed how people struggle
with transgressions of their moral, spiritual, or religious beliefs and how they are affected by
dissonance and internal conflicts, such as difficulty with forgiving themselves and others. The
research by Litz et al. (2009) showed that distorted beliefs3 and attributions cause guilt, shame,
and self-condemnation, while forgiveness of self and/or witnessing another person perpetrating
an act of moral violation appeared to be important mediating factors in mitigating and managing
negative feelings.

3

Cognitive distortions are thoughts that cause individuals to perceive reality inaccurately. According to the
cognitive model of Beck, a negative outlook on reality, sometimes called negative schemas (or schemata), is a factor
in symptoms of emotional dysfunction and poorer subjective well-being. Specifically, negative thinking patterns
reinforce negative emotions and thoughts. Beck, Aaron T. (1997). The past and future of cognitive therapy. Journal
of Psychotherapy and Research. 6(4): 277.
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Figure 1. Working model (framework) of moral injury. Litz, B. T., Stein, N., Delaney, E.,
Lebowitz, L., Nash, W. P., Silva, C., et al. (2009). Moral injury and moral repair in war veterans:
A preliminary model and intervention strategy. Clinical Psychology Review, 29, 695-706.
doi:10.1016/j.cpr.2009.07.003.
Litz et al. (2009) also argued that although moral injury manifests PTSD-like symptoms
(i.e., intrusions, avoidance, and numbing), other outcomes are unique to moral injury, such as
shame, guilt, demoralization, conflict of values, disintegrating beliefs, and para-suicidal
behaviours. They asserted that there is value in conceptualizing moral injury from an
interdisciplinary perspective as an important means of helping repair the moral wounds of
policing, crisis, or other traumatic events. The Litz et al. (2009) model of moral injury and repair
relates to how a person’s deeply held beliefs are violated and how they can be normalized by
developing trust and self-respect.
Nash and Litz’s (2013) work demonstrated the significant impact that hostile
environments, such as war zones, can have on military personnel. From these findings, the model
developed provides further insight into how soldiers/veterans may experience the onset of moral
injury and other serious mental health issues. This includes behavioural problems that damage
one’s moral belief systems and, consequently, threaten personal life and safety.
In the model of moral injury developed by Litz et al. (2009), specific characteristics such
as shame, guilt, and self-destructive impulses were assigned a central role. The authors found
that a perpetuation of such emotions and related behaviours can lead to the inability to forgive
oneself for falling short of one’s own moral expectations. Although the model has not been
empirically tested among service members and veterans, it has been used as an instrument to
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identify the resultant effects of moral injury in a clinical context where military personnel who
have served have been studied to identify the presence of moral injury.
Litz et al. (2009) further explained that most men and women who serve in uniform (i.e.,
military, police, firefighters, or EMS personnel) are at risk of moral injury. Their work involves
them in crisis and/or emergency response situations, and their encounters generate a type of
psychological trauma that is often concealed. On many occasions, those at risk successfully
navigate these challenging situations due to effective training, leadership, compliance with chain
of command hierarchy, resilience, personal reflection, purpose, and being in a cohesive unit
during and after such encounters or incidents. Nevertheless, even in optimal operational contexts,
some conflicts and stressful operational experiences inevitably transgress deeply held beliefs that
undergird and violate the service member’s humanity. As the researchers put it:
Moral violations or transgressions may arise from individual acts of commission or
omission, the behaviour of others, or by bearing witness to intense human suffering or the
horrific aftermath of a battle, conflict, or altercation. When one is conflicted by their core
ethical and/or moral beliefs caused by an act of transgression, where the actions can be
theirs, others, or just observing or hearing about something. This may cause deep injury
to the person’s understanding of life, meaning, and beliefs, and may further lead to
serious inner conflict which may result in and be referred to as moral injury. (p. 700)
Drescher et al. (2011) suggested that seeking to validate the construct of moral injury can
pose a challenge if not conducted delicately. When examining military personnel and veterans
who were aided in categorizing war-zone experiences, it was found that the investigation itself
evoked symptoms of moral injury, such as guilt, shame, and/or anger, by triggering memories
and flashbacks of atrocities witnessed, engaged in, or committed. Nevertheless, according to
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Drescher et al. (2011), the research identified several factors that contribute to the cause of moral
injury. They included betrayal (e.g., leadership failures, disloyalty by peers and/or trusted
civilians, and failure to live up to one’s own moral standards), disproportionate violence (e.g.,
mistreatment of enemy combatants and acts of revenge), incidents involving civilians (e.g.,
destruction of civilian property and assault), and within-rank violence (e.g., military sexual
trauma, friendly fire, and fragging4). The research concluded that interviewing veterans would be
an important next step in understanding their experiences and expanding the overall
understanding of moral injury.
Beckham et al. (1998) showed that although identification of specific symptoms of PTSD
would be an important indicator of psychological trauma, the strongest association between
participating in and/or witnessing atrocities and PTSD was within the re-experiencing cluster,
where symptoms that are often exhibited by those who experience PTSD, such as avoidance,
guilt, and numbing, are evident. Other studies noted by Beckham et al. (1998) have also found
that participating in and/or witnessing atrocities are most likely associated with re-experiencing
and avoidance rather than with the hyperarousal symptoms of PTSD. This suggests that the
response to these events and their subsequent impact on individuals is different; namely, guiltand shame-based traumas are associated with moral injury, while fear-based trauma is associated
with PTSD. In short, their research suggests that, from a holistic view, morally injurious acts
such as killing are not only associated with PTSD (i.e., particularly re-experiencing and
avoidance, rather than hyperarousal) but are also related to a host of other mental health

4

According to Lepre (2011) the term “fragging," derived from the word “fragmentation,” developed during the
Vietnam War when soldiers who were disenchanted with their superiors would turn against them and injure or kill
them.
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problems and debilitating outcomes, including negative cognitions about oneself related to
hindsight bias.
Witvliet et al.’s (2004) research found that difficulty with forgiveness either toward
oneself and/or to others is associated with PTSD. It was further noted that depression and
anxiety is associated with those who have difficulty with self-forgiveness. Furthermore, Witvliet
et al. (2004) argued the resolution of moral injury, largely, has to do with being able to forgive
oneself. The researchers determined that religious coping seems to alleviate PTSD symptoms,
but this relationship should be furthered explored to identify the correlation. The researchers
concluded that religious and spiritual causes and consequences of moral injury are complex and
conducting further studies may help since many of the pre-existing morals and values
transgressed in war stem from religious beliefs and faith practices.
After considering the literature on moral injury within a military context, it appears that
these military findings on moral injury and trauma may parallel those in the police setting and
police culture and perhaps help to identify some of the effects and impact on police duty. We
can now draw from this body of literature (Litz et al., Drescher et al., Beckham et al.) to further
explore the phenomenon of moral injury and how it may exist in the mirroring work of police
officers. This literature can contribute to our search for ways to help police officers recover and
promote resilience so they do not suffer in silence.
Theological Reflections on Moral Injury
Any discussion of transgression, evil, and redemption should consider insights that
integrate theology and religious resources from faith traditions and not merely the constraints
imposed by a medical construct. At this point, religious scholars can make a significant
contribution in the contextual understanding of moral injury. According to Kinghorn (2012)
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moral injury “is an important and useful clinical construct” but the phenomenon, it attempts to
describe, “beckons beyond the structural constraints of contemporary psychology toward
something like moral theology” or “penitential theology” (pp. 57 & 62). Kinghorn (2012)
contends that moral theology underpinned by Christian character and conduct can offer profound
context into moral injury, which makes the psychological construct (Litz et al. 2009; Shay 2002)
restricting.
Theological reflection is an important process by which a person can discover God’s
presence in a meaningful way. It provides understanding for what happens to a person; what may
happen within and what may come out of a person’s experience of moral trauma. Kinast (1996)
suggests that one should pursue theological reflection that “attempts to understand what is going
on in a particular event, to see what has been brought together and how it has been harmonized”

(p. 180). In 2000, Kinast further argued,
This is what theological reflection seeks to do—to allow the reality of theology to come
through its distinct form, namely, experience correlated with tradition for the sake of
praxis. The reality of theology, which theological reflection seeks to disclose, is the
presence of God in people’s experience, a presence that invites them to encounter God
where they are and to participate in the divine life, which is offered to them there. (p. 3)
Killen and de Beer (2002) propose a method of engaging in theological reflection that is
symphonic rather than static. This involves what they call the “movement toward insight,” which
encompasses a basic meaning-making process that we use as we encounter events, people, and
things in our lives (p. 74). Stone and Duke (2006) propound a similar concept. They perceive the

convergence of multiple viewpoints and theological thinking in what they describe as
“correlation” (p. 30). The theology of correlation is a process of merging two or more “discrete
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entities” into a mutual relationship (p. 30). The original concept can be credited to Tillich who
espoused that “human life and culture raise questions of the ultimate meaning of human
existence to which religions and their theologies propose answers and that the task of theological
reflection is to correlate these existential questions with their theological answers” (p. 30).
Together, these theorists suggest that theological reflection is a deeper level of probing the
human experience in relation to God. In the context of moral injury, theological reflection may
help one find meaning, purpose, or solace to reconcile conflicts of the soul.
Religious Considerations for Moral Injury
In her study on trauma and recovery, Herman (1992) argued that trauma survivors have
learned that their self-worth and sense of humanity are dependent on their relationships with
others. While feelings of connectedness can be therapeutic, grounding, and produce a better
understanding of one’s own humanity, trauma can disrupt such feelings because it can have an
isolating, shaming, stigmatizing, and dehumanizing effect. The power of the group can help to
recreate that sense of belonging, affirmation, and restoration of humanity so that one may
embrace a new normal. Herman (1992) recognized spiritual healing to be a necessary component
in the recovery from trauma. While Herman’s study did not specifically address moral injury, the
links that she made between spiritual healing and recovery from trauma have important
implications for recovery from moral injury because they have to do with having a healthy view
of oneself and a sense of connectedness with others, and ultimately with God (or a higher being).
Furthermore, this may address the distorted beliefs held by many that they have about
themselves, others, life, and God due to the way they have been socialized to believe.
According to Jones (2009), when people experience trauma-inducing incidents, the
events circulate in their imagination and have an effect on the body and soul. For Jones, the
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challenge with reconciling grace and healing “is to explore how an imagination shaped by grace
might meet and heal an imaginative world disordered by violence” (p. 21). Jones argued that
there is an assumption that mental healing naturally follows physical healing. This is not always
the case. Violent and traumatic experiences can leave deep wounds in our psyches. Band-aid
solutions, such as avoidance or diversion, are not very helpful and may contribute to a psychic
wound festering under the surface. For Jones, “the balm-like work of theology and of religion is
to uncover and mend such wounds” (p. 1). This healing occurs in the narratives of our lives—in
other words, our personal journey of life that is, at times, fraught with negative experiences,
where grace can heal wounded spirits and give life meaning again, even in the ruptured world of
one who has experienced horrific trauma. In essence, there can be a sense of recovery in a posttraumatic experience, allowing an individual to embrace life again with a renewed perspective.
In their work, Zinnbauer et al. (1997) argued, “researchers have to get closer to people,
accompany them in their search for significance amidst life’s changing demands and challenges”
(p. 913).5 As part of this work, they differentiated between spirituality and religion. They argued
that spirituality typically refers to the personal side of religion and relates to a subjective
experience of the sacred. It may refer to faith or religious practices that define and contribute to
one’s spiritual development. Alternatively, Zinnbauer et al. (1997) asserted that religion is used
to describe one’s faith tradition or denominational affiliation. Similarly, religiousness and
religiosity are correlative terms that are used to describe one’s practice of their faith tradition, as
indicated by such behaviour as church/service attendance, worship, prayer, meditation, altruism,
missionary activity, rituals, or spiritual disciplines. Undoubtedly, there is an inextricable link

5

In another study, Zinnbauer et al. (1999) suggested that “spiritual goals provide an overarching framework for
living, one that integrates other goals, reduces conflict, and offers the individual a sense of higher purpose and
coherence in life” (p. 912). The authors contend that decontextualized studies, where participants are detached from
their experiences, will never be as beneficial as personal engagement with their integrative experiences.
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between religion and spirituality in that religion, for many, significantly defines our values and
beliefs, and spirituality may help us cope with making sense out of religion and applying what
we believe in our lives. As such, both religion and spirituality are important concepts for
understanding what happens when a moral injury occurs and how individuals might cope with
such an injury.
Zinnabaur et al. (1997) and Canda and Furman (1999) also made a distinction between
spirituality and religion. They defined spirituality as “an aspect of a person or group dealing with
a search for meaning, moral frameworks, and relationships with others, including ultimate
reality” (p. 44). In contrast, “religion is understood to be that which transforms spiritual beliefs
and practices by integrating them into structures such as social institutions, community support,
and traditions” (p. 44-45).
Hence, the authors aforementioned suggest that religion can be the succinct expression of
spirituality, and both religion and spirituality may be mutually constitutive and mutually
exclusive, both existing with or without each other. This has important implications for moral
injury since both constructs have the potential to inform, influence, or induce moral injury.
Hence, religious beliefs may tend to shape our spiritual understanding and one or the other or
both may engender the development of our moral construct.
Trauma may affect both spirituality and religious beliefs. According to Weaver et al.
(2003) found that the traditional means of developing personal beliefs and values that help create
meaning and purpose in life are frequently derived from religious and spiritual practices. They
argued that traumatic events may trigger a crisis of belief. Weaver et al. (1996) indicated that
those who have experienced trauma frequently turn to their faith and religious communities as
their primary means of coping, finding meaning, and making sense out of such situations.
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Weaver et al. (2003) suggested that clergy are usually the first traumatologists and the first line
of defence that people turn to for help. The role the clergy play as traumatologists is similar to
chaplains involved in army, police, and other uniformed services. Thus, the researchers
concluded that the role of religion and spirituality is a vital aspect of successfully coping with
trauma. This role played by religious coping seems to be a helpful resource for many who
experience trauma, and further research may reveal insights into the working mechanisms
involved and how a person processes trauma.
The work of Falsetti et al. (2003) supports the findings of Weaver et al. (1996). In their
study of religious beliefs and coping, Falsetti et al. (2003) found that over half of the participants
reported that religious beliefs helped them cope with trauma. Their research suggested that one’s
spiritual and/or religious beliefs may help, be altered, or disrupted following the experience of
trauma. Participants reported that trauma had a significant influence on their religious beliefs by
making their religious beliefs either stronger or weaker. This may be due to how a person
perceives life through religious lenses or by the way they have been conditioned, either
positively or negatively. While the researchers demonstrated that aspects of religion and
religiosity play a role in healing from trauma, this relationship needs to be further investigated.
The specific mechanisms of religious beliefs at play, such as faith, hope, or heterogeneous
religious support, have not been fully explored.
In a similar fashion, Moreira-Almeida and Koenig’s (2006) research on religious coping
suggested that when people experience trauma, they seek to find new meaning and purpose in
their lives. Since religious or spiritual belief practices are often understood through a journey to
find the ultimate answers to the questions of life and find meaning and relationship with the
divine or sacred, such practices may become mechanisms for coping with trauma. Moreira-
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Almeida and Koenig (2006) concluded that the framework of one’s religion and its
corresponding practice may have a significant influence on how one interprets and copes with a
traumatic experience. For many people, religious coping is a strong factor in dealing with trauma
and how they process it in a way that recognizes help from external sources such as God, a
religious person of authority or fellow believers. Some people may make meaning out of a
traumatic experience by experiencing post-traumatic growth (PTG)6, which may lead to personal
enrichment and growth, while others may embrace their religiosity or faith during setbacks as a
coping factor in developing spiritual life and resilience.
Peres et al. (2006) differed slightly from other researchers in that they discussed the role
that spirituality can have in developing resilience which is difference from post-traumatic
growth. Resilience is often referred to as the ability to endure and to recover from difficulty so
that an individual regains a life that is satisfactory and has meaning. Their research linked
spirituality to recovery from trauma because spirituality is often fuelled by a sense of hope, and
this hope, in turn, is often an important part of an individual’s recovery from trauma. In contrast,
individuals who may not have a spiritual life or connection may have a limited sense of hope,
and feelings of helplessness can severely compromise their ability to be resilient. Nevertheless,
whether spiritually connected or not, one’ search and discovery for meaning is beneficial.
Koenig (2006) posited that a religious or spiritual system aids an individual’s ability to
interpret traumatic or disruptive life events by attributing meaning and coherence to them. It is
also an important factor in thriving and growing in the wake of trauma. The author advocates

6

Post-traumatic growth (PTG) or benefit finding is positive psychological changes that occur after experiencing
traumatic events and may lead individuals to function at a higher level. These traumatic events may challenge the
adaptive resources of the individual and their coping abilities to find new meaning and growth in relation to the
world they live in and others, (Tedeschi RG, Calhoun LG. The Posttraumatic Growth Inventory: measuring the
positive legacy of trauma. J Trauma Stress. 1996;9(3):455-471. doi:10.1007/BF02103658).
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integrating and utilizing spiritual and mental health resources into emergency response systems
through spiritual, social, and psychological responses to trauma. The author further underscored
the importance of how religious or faith communities provide necessary spiritual and emotional
care during disaster preparation, response, and recovery efforts. A faith community or church
tends to be on the frontlines of responding to such disruptions in life and provides an important
resource and place to turn to in times of need as revealed in this research on police officers.
By setting his study in the context of research that shows that after trauma, spiritual or
religious coping has something to offer in the meaning-making process, Pargament (1997)
argued that the spiritual and religious aspect of individuals’ experiences uniquely equips them to
confront their human limitations, vulnerability, and mortality. Pargament (1997) contended that
in the face of trauma, religious beliefs and practices may help reduce an individual’s sense of
helplessness and loss of control and bolster a person’s quest for meaning and purpose.
Consequently, Pargament (1997) concluded that religion provides a worldview and cognitive
framework that decreases one’s sense of suffering and contributes to recovery, along with
increased hope and motivation.
Ethical Considerations for Moral Injury
Gilligan’s (2014) study of ethical care and consideration for moral injury argued for
intentional action and deliberate care in treating individuals who experience moral injury.
Gilligan stated that such an approach is done by
acting carefully in the human world and highlighting the costs of carelessness. It is
grounded less in moral precepts than in psychological wisdom, underscoring the costs of
not paying attention, not listening, being absent rather than present, not responding with
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integrity and respect. Active listening means asking, how might I call forth a voice that is
held in silence, a voice under political, religious, or psychological constraint? (p. 15)
Gilligan (2014) pointed out that since moral injury is a violation of deeply held morals or
beliefs triggered by a traumatic event, we must consider the cultural dimensions of trauma. If
guided by the ethic of care, it becomes clear that we have to take intentional action and deliberate
care to treat those who experience trauma, not just as an employee but as a person with a story.
Moreover, Gilligan (2014) asserts the importance and value of each person and individual care as
opposed to grouping people together in a mass way. Trauma affects people differently, and
hence, each person should be cared for on their own merit and in response to the person’s unique
needs and preferences.
Cultural Considerations for Moral Injury
The Harvard Trauma Study, conducted by Shoeb et al. (2007), explored how Iraqi
refugees entering the United States managed the loss, displacement, dislocation, and trauma
caused by war. Researchers found that because of their close-knit Islamic culture, these refugees
turned to their family, friends, and faith as coping mechanisms for the trauma that they had
suffered. Simply put, their social, cultural, and economic support came from a web of
relationships, and this network helped them to cope with the violations of moral beliefs that they
had experienced. Shoeb et al. also determined that the refugees’ adherence to their religious
beliefs offered some immunity against adverse mental health outcomes. The study also
emphasized the necessity of an ethnographic approach to the study of health outcomes that
includes an understanding of a group’s sociocultural context as an important aspect of
ascertaining how certain groups or segments of the population may respond to trauma. The
researchers noted that the sociocultural dimension influences and infuses meaning in post-
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traumatic recovery. In so doing, the study provided insights into how faith, culture, and traditions
play some protective role against severe psychological consequences.
This literature review reveals that the focus of the work on moral injury has been on how
it affects an individual emotionally, cognitively, behaviourally, and spiritually. We see it can
cause imbalance and disturbances or disruptions in the normalcy of life. There are also important
ethical and cultural factors to consider when addressing moral injury. There is a strong
correlation between spirituality, religious practice, and moral injury. We are not entirely sure
what mechanisms are at play in the development or manifestation of moral injury. It appears to
be complex, stratified, and involves an interplay of varying components.
Furthermore, the literature review now enables my research to address these gaps by
seeking to answer questions such as: What work experiences challenge police officers’ moral
beliefs? Is there a spiritual dimension to police officers’ recoveries from moral injuries? Does the
concept of spirituality change for police officers as the result of traumatic events experienced in
the workplace? In so doing, this research intends to assess the awareness of moral injury and
identify how it works and how it is demonstrated in the work and life of police officers.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Research Question
After reviewing the literature, my central research question is: How do Canadian police
officers who have experienced violations of their moral/personal beliefs/values in the line of duty
describe the effects of such violations on their health and well-being and the ways they have
coped with their experiences?
The purpose of this study was threefold:
1. to explore whether moral injury7 exists within the Toronto Police Service and, if so, to
increase our understanding of its effects;
2. to identify factors that contribute to a meaningful healing process for police officers who
have suffered a moral injury; and
3. to generate discussion on spiritual/soul care as a strategy for recovery from moral injury.
Study Design and Theory
My approach to the research question was to employ a qualitative, phenomenological
research method. According to Creswell (2003) and Creswell (1998), the objective of
phenomenological research is to gather data and categorize patterns and meaning based on
information from an intact cultural group, based in a natural setting, collected over a period of
time, and primarily consisting of observational data. Phenomenological study is primarily
concerned with understanding and describing a given phenomenon in-depth and seeks to
discover the essence of humans’ lived experiences. Since I was interested in the essence of the

7

By “moral injury,” I mean what results from extreme, critical life events during which a person perpetrates, fails to
prevent, or witnesses activities that “transgress deeply held moral beliefs and expectations,” B.T. Litz et al., 2009,
“Moral Injury and Moral Repair in War Veterans: A Preliminary Model and Intervention Strategy,”
abstract, Clinical Psychology Review 29 (8), pp. 695-706.
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experience and possible healing from moral injury, this research approach was particularly
appropriate for this study.
Phenomenology as a theoretical framework and methodology is rooted in the work of
German philosopher Edmund Husserl (Audi 2001; Husserl 1969, 1970a; Moustakas 1994). It is
concerned with individuals’ narratives of their experiences of and feelings about specific
phenomena to produce in-depth descriptions of these phenomena. A phenomenon is an object or
aspect that becomes known by the individual through the senses rather than by thought or
intuition; as a result, phenomena become the underpinnings of human science and the basis for
all knowledge (Moustakas 1994).
Phenomenology is a multi-faceted philosophy; it includes existential, transcendental, and
hermeneutic traditions, among others (Audi 2001; Schwandt 1997). Husserl (1969) derived from
his original philosophy the notion of Transcendental Phenomenology, based on the
interrelatedness of real–ideal duality seeking to identify the raw experience without any
embellishment. Martin Heidegger, a student of Husserl (Heidegger 1962) who emphasized the
individual’s uniqueness, the social fabric of oneself and in relation to others, and their cultural
entrenchment, and developed Existential Phenomenology. Gadmer (1997) contributed to the
development of Hermeneutic Phenomenology, giving emphasis to interpretation over
description.
The primary purpose of phenomenological study, according to Christensen et al. (2010) is
to explain the meaning, structure, and essence of the lived experience of a person or a group of
people around a specific phenomenon. The researcher attempts to understand human behaviour
through the eyes of the participants of the study. There are unique features that distinguish
phenomenological research, according to Giorgi (1997), and validate it as qualitative scientific
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inquiry. Phenomenological research studies “employ (1) description (2) within the attitude of the
phenomenological reduction, and (3) seek the most invariant meanings for a context” (p. 235).
Considered a strong proponent of phenomenological research, Moustakas (1994) posits
that research should focus on the wholeness of experience and a search for essences of
experiences. Husserl (1969) and Moustakas (1994) suggest that shared or common experiences
constitute the quality of what essence is. Each experience is an embodiment of its essence, which
further enlightens us by providing greater depth of understanding about essences.
Empirically, Moustakas (1994) contends that we cannot fully distinguish the essence of
an experience; therefore, we cannot draw a universal truth or conclusion based on certain
outcomes of a study. However, we can observe the participants’ experiences of the essence at a
specific time and place. Therefore, in moral injury, we can examine the experiences of
individuals with a given (aspect of) what happens to them and within them and view the essence
of the experience of that (aspect of) moral trauma via the various individual experiences
(manifestations). What is common across cases after adjusting for variables such as age, gender,
education, and so on, is the essence.
Lauer (1965) contends that phenomenological investigation is an efficient endeavor to
come into direct contact with this world, to reveal and portray the significant structures of lived
experience, and to achieve a more profound comprehension of the nature, experience, and
importance of phenomena.
However, Husserl (1969) contends that in a phenomenological examination, any
speculations must be suspended; Ashworth (1999) and Giorgi (1997) argue that researchers must
reserve their input, be conscious of their own bias, and avoid undue influence in order to
determine what qualifies as a participant’s views that is inherent to their lifeview. In response,
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Husserl (1969) proposed participating in epoche (or bracketing), which means taking part in
thoughtful methodical endeavors to suspend one's normal point of view and put aside
prejudgments with respect to the phenomenon being researched (Husserl 1969, 1970b;
Moustakas 1994). The objective of bracketing is to sequester past information with respect to the
phenomenon under scrutiny so the phenomenon can introduce itself in its totality.
As indicated by Kvale (1996, p. 31) the researcher ought to participate in “deliberate
naiveté” to be available to see every imaginable outcome of significant value. For instance, a
scientist contemplating the encounters of PTSD survivors utilizing phenomenology would
“bracket” his/her past information about PTSD, just as he/she would bracket his/her own
encounters with PTSD, in order to comprehend the members’ encounters altogether and to
eschew any biased conclusions.
To study experiences of those who may have been afflicted with moral injury through
phenomenology and based on the phenomenological concept of experience, research methods
such as phenomenological interviewing and phenomenal analysis are most suitable. As a
methodology that was developed precisely for studying lived experiences of various human
phenomena, this methodology fits because it is based on the participant’s descriptions of the
meaning of experiences within the person’s context.
Pereira (2012) explored the idea of being thorough in phenomenological research and
asserted, “to be judged valid, a phenomenological study must take into consideration
methodological congruence (rigorous and appropriate procedures) and experiential concerns that
provide insight in terms of plausibility and illumination about a specific phenomenon” (p. 19).
Participant selection, validity considerations, and ethics are among the important elements of
research design in phenomenology and contribute to the rigour of a phenomenological study. I
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now will attempt to describe the research methods and design that constitute the methodology of
phenomenological research in this study.
This study followed a heuristic phenomenological process as described by Moustakas
(1994) that consisted of the following steps:
1. immersion, where I (as the researcher) experienced the “world” of the Toronto Police
Service working environment by attending debriefings, platoon meetings, ride-alongs,
and so forth, and where I wore the uniform, identifying myself as part of the work
culture;
2. incubation, where I created space for awareness, intuitive insights, and tacit
understanding;
3. illumination, where I engaged in an active learning process to expand my
understanding of the experience;
4. explication, where I reflected deeply on actions applied; and, finally,
5. creative synthesis, where I gathered and integrated all the information and clustered it
together to reveal thematic patterns and relationships among the thematic patterns.
As described by Moustakas (1994), using the phenomenological approach, I asked
participants to describe their experience through audio-recorded in-depth interviews; I also
recorded my observations during the interviews. All transcripts of the interviews and records of
any observations were compiled for analysis. I focused on the wholeness and essence of the
experience. I attempted to integrate the behaviour and the experience as they related to the
phenomenon of moral injury. Phenomenological research sees behaviour and experience as one,
which helps to explain the phenomena based on these combined elements.
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Moustakas (1994) and Nieswiadomy (1993) explained the value of using information
gathered to glean meaning. Hence, the information gathered from the sample group generated
rich information for extracting the essence of the phenomenon they experienced. I observed
patterns and meaningful relationships within the participants’ working experience of how they
have encountered potentially traumatic events and experienced moral injury. I categorized my
findings, identified the interrelationships among them, and compared my results with any
emerging individual or collective themes, categories, or clusters to find the similarities and
differences among the information that was gathered. I looked for similar clusters of meaning
and themes and put them into categories based on my research question.
I identified within the experiences of my sample group the essence of moral injury
through the use of open-ended questions. The next step I took was to categorize the results. To
gain a comprehensive understanding of the participants’ viewpoints, I sought to obtain their
opinions and judgements, thoughts and feelings, impressions and sensations, and any recollection
of detail. The questions were designed to be unbiased, unprejudiced, and open-ended, avoiding,
as much as possible, any influence over the participants and their responses. Unclear responses
were investigated further for clarification, in pursuit of as much detail as the participant was
willing to provide.
Recruitment of Participants
Participants for the study were recruited from Toronto Police Service (TPS) 23 Division
(23 Div). There are five platoons, consisting of both primary response and community response
units, within the 23 Div. This Toronto Police division was suggested for this study because it is
known for having a culturally diverse population and a high incidence of traumatic incidents due
to being in an area of high criminal activity and was approved by the Chief of Police’s office. I
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also serve as a chaplain in this division. This allowed me to identify it as a place to gather
information for this research.
The Divisional Superintendent who announced the study and allowed me to conduct
briefing sessions held at the rotating platoon meetings facilitated initial recruitment for the study.
A diverse group attended these briefing sessions for all five rotational platoon meetings. This
diverse group included police officers of varying ethnicities, religious backgrounds, experiences,
education, gender, and rank. Because the research was intended to gain data saturation from
interviewees representing a wide cross section of personal backgrounds and beliefs, the platoon
meetings were a particularly effective site from which to recruit participants for the study.
At these meetings, I provided a brief overview of the study through a verbal presentation,
an explanation of what would be expected of each participant and a formal invitation to
participate in the study (see Appendix A). Because the initial recruitment took place at platoon
meetings, care was taken to emphasize that participation in the study was strictly voluntary and
that a police officer’s decision to participate or not would have no impact on his or her job.
Potential benefits for the participants, such as gaining a better perspective of mental and spiritual
health issues, were also mentioned. At the end of these presentations, attendees were also invited
to contact me if they had further questions or required additional information about the project.
Data Collection
Interviews. Over a period of four to six weeks, one-on-one interviews were conducted
with volunteer participants at the TPS 23 Div. headquarters between the spring and fall of 2018,
specifically with officers who had worked both short- and long-term in their law enforcement
positions (see Appendix A). Each interview lasted about 90 minutes. Interviews were audiorecorded, and notes were taken during the individual interviews to ensure nothing would be
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missed for clarification between the audio recordings and written notes. Information contained in
these notes enhanced the data collection process.
At the beginning of the interviews, I provided each person with a letter of introduction to
further explain what the study was about (see Appendix A). I informed the participants that I
serve as a chaplain within the TPS Chaplaincy Program and differentiated myself in this role,
essentially in this study, as a researcher. I explained that I was not acting in my capacity as
chaplain but as a researcher and that I was hoping to understand how they may have experienced
a potentially traumatic event or moral injury in the line of duty. However, stating that I was a
chaplain for the TPS may have fostered a sense of trust and given the participants a level of
comfort to disclose information.
Participants were asked to sign a consent form indicating that they agreed to participate in
the study and to have their conversation audio-recorded and transcribed for the purposes of data
analysis. The terms of the consent form were reviewed with the participants, including an
explanation that they were free to withdraw from the study whenever they chose and that there
were measures in place to ensure confidentiality. The consent form affirmed confidentiality and
ensured no harm was being done to the participant. I asked participants’ permission to have their
conversations audio-recorded and transcribed for the purposes of data analysis. The responses
from the interviews were reviewed from both written transcripts and audio recordings to identify
those parts that might provide an understanding of how the participants experienced moral
injury. The pre-interview discussion also reviewed potential risks to the participants as a result of
their participation in the study. In particular, it was noted that due to the nature of the
information that they were being asked to provide, participants might feel some level of
discomfort or suffer re-traumatization in the interview process. All participants were informed
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about the TPS Employee Assistance Program (EAP), the Chaplaincy Program, and the other
psychological services available to them (see Appendix B).
The purpose of the interviews was to determine whether the participants considered
themselves to have suffered a moral injury and, if so, to describe the effect of such injuries on
their mental and physical health and well-being. Furthermore, I sought to discover what
mechanisms police officers employ to cope with any experience of loss and/or injury. In order to
facilitate this discovery, the interviews consisted of open-ended questions because open-ended
questions are uniquely suited to capturing the viewpoint of interviewees, including their opinions
and judgements, impressions and sensations, and detailed recollections of the events under study.
Open-ended questions also reduce the possibility of the interviewer influencing the responses of
the participants.
Interviews followed a three-part structure. In the first part of the interview, participants
were asked to provide answers to some basic demographic questions, as well as some additional
questions that ascertained their experience as it relates to moral injury (see Appendix C). In the
second part of the interview (see Appendix D), police officers were asked questions that sought
to determine their understanding of moral injury as a concept. Participants were then asked
whether they considered themselves to have sustained a moral injury in the course of their work
duties and, if so, to describe the conditions under which it occurred. In the final part of the
interview, the questions posed to the interviewees sought to have them identify the effects of and
coping strategies for navigating moral injuries. Questions in the second and third part of the
interview were open-ended and included questions such as:
1. What effects do such experiences of violation have on the officers’ health, family,
and work-life balance?
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2. What effects do such experiences have on officers’ spiritual/moral life and/or values?
3. What has helped officers cope with experiences of violation of moral/personal
beliefs/values?
4. How do officers’ spiritual or religious lives prior to the violations affect their coping
with such violations?
After conducting the in-depth interviews, I reviewed my notes and audio-recorded
interviews. This allowed me to enhance my field notes, make clarification, and ensure that any
additional related notes were included. This was placed into a database system as information
derived from the interviews. Transcripts of the audio recordings were made after each interview
to ensure that no data, observations, or analysis were mixed up, as suggested by Groenewald
(2004).
Managing confidentiality. To ensure confidentiality on the part of the participants, all
hard copy information collected in the course of this research was filed in a locked cabinet in a
supervised location accessible only to me. The information contained in the cabinet included
original copies of:
-

the consent form (Appendix B) signed by the participant;

-

the demographic survey (Appendix C) completed by the participant;

-

any additional notes, illustrations, and documentation from the participant;

-

notes I made at the time of the interview;

-

notes I made at the time of the review of the audio recording (augmentation);

-

transcripts I made of the audio recordings;

-

the draft analysis and preliminary categorized findings based on each interview; and

-

any other correspondence that may have occurred between the participant and myself.
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Digital information collected during the study was stored securely in a passwordprotected computer, and identifying information was stored separately from the transcripts and
records of my observations. Additionally, audio recordings were labelled with a number (not a
name) and filed according to the sequence of the interviews, as per the best practices identified
by Groenewald (2004). All data were stored until the research was complete. After completion
and successful defense of the thesis, they will be destroyed through shredding and disposal.
Ethical considerations. It is important to demonstrate the highest level of sensitivity
when working with those who may have experienced moral injury. A main focus during the
interview was to tailor the inquiries to minimize traumatizing the participants. This was
especially important when trying to ascertain if they had experienced moral injury and how they
reacted, and whether or not they had experienced some recovery.
I identified several potential benefits to the participants if they chose to volunteer for this
study. By participating in this study, contributors might have had the opportunity to develop a
better perspective of mental and spiritual health issues and could gain a greater sense of
awareness of moral injury. I hoped that the interview process was therapeutic in some way. Also,
the interviews may have motivated them to seek help and find appropriate resources, if needed.
Data Analysis
The methodology used to analyze the data collected in this study was qualitative, with a
phenomenological approach. Berg (2009) espoused the use of the phenomenological approach as
an effective method for obtaining good information. Based on LeCompte and Schensul (1999), I
compiled notes by observation of the participants. This data was used in the analysis, along with
the transcripts of the audio-recorded interviews. I formulated my findings based on participants’
perception of any moral injuries that resulted from exposure to traumatic events or negative
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experiences. This allowed me to gain further insight into how moral injury was experienced in
response to potential traumatic events in their careers. I categorized all feedback into clusters of
meaning and themes. From this, the data was generated to allow me to write a textual description
of the experiences of the participants, as well as a description of how they experienced the
phenomenon. These interviews may be used in the future for case studies to further analyze the
data, as noted by Cresswell (2003).
Data analysis began by looking for similar clusters of meaning and themes across the
interviews and putting them into categories based on my research question. I began to look for
similar themes and associations among the experiences and practices of the police officers and
classified them accordingly. For example, during the interview process, it became evident that
there were many common experiences that all police officers shared, such as a work culture that
demands that they perform their duties continuously without giving them the chance to stop to
process, reflect, or revisit their work experiences. This was a common observation made
throughout the interview process with all of the respondents.
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Chapter 4: Findings
The Goal of the Police Officer Interviews
The research question guiding this study was: How have Canadian police officers who
have experienced violations of their moral/personal beliefs/values in the line of duty describe the
effects of such violations on their health and well-being and the ways they have coped with their
experience?
In the interviews, I attempted to find answers to this question. In order to facilitate this
discovery, the interviews began with an inquiry regarding police officers’ awareness of “moral
injury” and how they define “moral injury.” The interviews also helped reveal the conditions that
cause police officers to feel that they have suffered moral injury.
Sample
A sample size of 15 participants, consisting of eight males and seven females, was
recruited for this study. Participants were chosen using purposive sampling,8 a technique that
focuses on the unique characteristics of the sample population. It worked well because I was able
to choose a diverse cross section of police officers from various platoons. I used this method
particularly to ensure that I had respondents of various ages, genders, experiences, levels of
education, and backgrounds. Only 15 interviews were utilized since data saturation was achieved
at that point; that is to say, consistency in thematic patterns had emerged, and no new themes
were being observed.
Characteristics of the Sample
In terms of age, four participants were classified as baby boomers (1946-1964), nine
belonged to Generation X (born between 1965 and 1980) and the remaining two were from

8

Purposive sampling is a form of nonprobability sampling in which researchers rely on their own judgment when
selecting members of the given population to participate in their study.
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Generation Y-Millennials (born between 1981 and 1995). Four of the 15 officers had both
military and police service experience. The remainder had only police experience. Five reported
they had attended university, one had a high school education, and the remainder had attended
college. Eleven described their ethnicity as European White, one described their ethnicity as
mixed European White and Indigenous, one described their ethnicity as South Asian, and two
self-identified as Black. In terms of years of service, three of the 15 respondents indicated over
30 years of service, four over twenty 20 years of service, and the remaining eight had over ten 10
years of service. Finally, as it relates to religious and non-religious beliefs, 6 of the 15 police
officers self-identified as being Roman Catholic, 6 as Christian, 1 as Buddhist, and two 2 as nonreligious. Evidently, this is a diverse group and cross section of police officers, as self-reported.
All of the 15 participants reported that they had been exposed to at least one potentially
traumatic event. These ranged from witnessing criminal activity/atrocities, combat and killing,
stress and demand of the work. This is further elaborated on in this chapter.
Four participants reported that they had experienced PTSD, and these participants were
those four who had served in the military, and recognized the difference between PTSD and
moral injury, while eleven of the respondents believed they had experienced both types of
trauma. Thirteen of the participants indicated they had experienced the unique quality of trauma
caused by moral injury and that in their view, it was experienced by police officers, military
personnel, and even first responders. Among the participants, four indicated they perceived an
association and higher concentration of the development of PTSD and moral injury amongst
military personnel, due to the nature of their environment when deployed.
Similarly, participants believed there was a strong association between the development
of symptoms of PTSD and moral injury, but not necessarily in that order. In this study, eleven of
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the participants perceived that they may have experienced moral injury that was independent of
PTSD—many police officers described what they were going through as distinctly moral injury
and not PTSD. A distinguishing feature of PTSD, as reported by the four respondents who also
had military experience, indicated that they had recurring memories and flashbacks.
It is important to note that my findings revealed that there were common elements among
the participants’ stories and that there were unique accounts. This was true for both those who
had served only in the police force and those who had also previously served in the military. It is
also interesting that about 90% of participants did not know how to name or describe what they
were feeling and harbouring within themselves. Table 3 consolidates the trends, emerging
themes, patterns, and clusters of meaning.
Table 3
Summary of Trends, Emerging Themes, Patterns, and Clusters of Meaning
Participants

Themes

Trends

Patterns

R1

Police culture
Work stress

Family/friends
PA/CI

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Emotional responses
Frustrations/moral feeling

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

Moral hits
Faith factor

R2

Police culture
Job demands

Family/friends
PA

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Emotional response
Frustration/flashbacks

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

Strong values
PTSD

R3

Police culture
Work stress

Family/friends
PA/CI

Feelings/picture
Social outlet-DI

Depth of criminality
Violation of right/wrong

MC and TE(s)
MGC

PTSD
Regimented

R4

Work stress
Environment

Family/friends
Self-care

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Moral fabric eroding
Frustrations/atrocities

MGC-grounding
Moral shock/TE(s)

Family values
Resilience

R5

Police culture
Work stress

Family/friends
PA/EAP

Spouse
Social outlet-DI

Violation of moral beliefs
Flashbacks/triggers-calls

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

Therapy
Chaplaincy

R6

Police culture
Work stress

Family/friends
Self-therapy

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Moral disappointments
Cumulative effect/stress

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

Low morale
PTSD

R7

Police culture
Job demands

Family/friends
EAP

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Emotional-moral erosion
Frustration/flashbacks

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

Grounding
Prayer

R8

Police culture
Work stress

Family/friends
PA

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Frustrations/helpless
Moral image/confusion

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

Talkingsharing views

R9

Police culture
Work stress

Family/friends
PA

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Withdrawal from work
Psychological toll

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

Moral badge
Service motto

R10

Police culture
Job demands

Family/friends
PA

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Emotional responses
Frustrations/moral feeling

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

God thought
Resonance
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R11

Police
culture-stress

Family/friends
Work identity

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Poor public perception
Emotional toll/frustrations

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

Moral ethic
Mentorship

R12

Police
culture-stress

Friends/CI
PA/self-talk

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Reliving moments daily
Violation of moral beliefs

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

PTSD
Waning faith

R13

Police
culture-stress

Family/friends
PA/wellness

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Moral wounding
Flashbacks/emotional hits

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

CISM
Buffers

R14

Police culture
Job demands

Family/friends
PA/CI

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Moral expectations dashed
Morally jaded society

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

Active faith
A “calling”

R15

Work stress
Environment

Family/friends
CI/self-talk

Social support
Social outlet-DI

Moral expectations
Humanizing the uniform

MC and TE(s)
Normalizing/MGC

Identity
w/profession

Note. R1 = Respondent one; MC = Moral conflict; TE(s) = Traumatic event(s); PA = Physical
activity; CI = Community involvement and volunteering; MGC = Morally guided conscience; DI
= Dissociation from work.
In these findings, many emerging themes clustered around some major thematic patterns
and corresponding subthemes. The major thematic patterns break down into the following six
themes and subthemes, which are charted here for convenience (see Table 4).
Table 4
Themes and Subthemes From Findings
Themes

Subthemes

Understanding of Moral Injury by
Police Officers

 Witnessing Criminal Activity as a Source of Moral
Injury
 Police Work as a Source of Moral Injury
 Challenges to “Good Guy” Identity
 Military and Police Service

Effects of Moral Injury on Personal
Well-Being

 Emotional Effects
 Mental Effect
 Physical Effects

Boundaries as a Coping Strategy

 How Police Officers Balance Life and Work
 How Police Officers Separate Work and Their
Personal Lives
 How Police Officers Emotionally Disengage From
Their Work
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Faith as Coping Strategy








Role and Presence of Faith
Sense of Calling
Religious and/or Church Attendance
Spiritual Exercises/Disciplines
Understanding of God and Relationship with God
Nonbelief in God or Higher Power

Social Support as a Coping Strategy






Family and Friends
Colleagues
Counselling/Therapy and Chaplaincy
Other Forms of Grounding

Resilience With Respect to Moral
Injury and Trauma

 Observations Regarding Police Officer Resilience

Understanding of moral injury by police officers. In the interviews, it became evident
that there were many common experiences that all police officers shared. However, a few
experiences were unique to each officer. For instance, an important recurring theme in each
interview was the participant’s expression that the culture of their work demands them to
perform their duties continuously, without a chance to stop to process, reflect, or revisit their
work experiences. The only exception is involvement in an ongoing investigation.
There is a general understanding of what is required of police work, and many of the
officers share their stories informally with one another. A finding in many of the interviews and
interactions with the participants was the inability to describe what they were experiencing that
appeared to cause a deep sense of grief, moral distress, and numbness after many years of
policing work.
As discussed in the literature review, “moral injury” is understood by Litz et al. (2009) as
a violation of one’s deeply held moral beliefs due to some active engagement in, witnessing of,
or perpetration of any act that transgresses such morals. Thus, I define “moral injury awareness”
as one’s ability to be cognizant of such moral violations related to violence, death or other
potentially traumatic event that may occur in the line of duty and may result in a deep sense of
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shame, guilt, or resentment and engender emotional, cognitive, or behavioural disturbances in a
person.
In his interview, R12 emphatically notes,
When you said moral wounding or moral injury…I think you’re on to something.… This
is a big one…. I helped to advocate for the psychologists and mental health when I
returned especially from overseas…. I call it depression.… What you said was something
I could relate to today.
Interestingly, R12 remarked that what he and other fellow officers were experiencing was not
necessarily PTSD but rather what was being described in this research (moral injury). He stated,
“You have nailed it.” R6 described the “cumulative effect of the stress of the work as a moral
disappointment.”
The respondents in this study expressed an awareness and potential of moral injury
development occurring along two strands of their experience as police officers: (1) witnessing
criminal activity and (2) having their identities as morally good and as upholders of the law
challenged by the activities they engaged in during the course of their duties as police officers. It
must be stated clearly that witnessing criminal activities or actions does not translate into or in
itself induce moral injury, but may be a contributing factor to its onset.
Witnessing criminal activity as a source of moral injury. Respondents who framed moral
injury awareness in terms of encountering and opposing criminal activity understood moral
injury as a violation of societal standards of right and wrong, which is also expressed in their
own personal moral code. For example, for R13, entering police work was understood to be a
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means of enforcing her moral beliefs: “I don’t feel my moral beliefs…have been directly
violated.… That’s why I chose this profession—to enforce the law and morality.”
For respondents, moral injury awareness could occur when they witnessed or became
aware of criminal activity that conflicted with their personal sense of right and wrong—their
moral beliefs—as articulated in the legal system. All of police officers in this study reported
exposure to some type of critical incident. R7 suggested as much when describing work as an
undercover cop in the sex crimes units as exposing her to behaviour that was not only illegal but
also contravened her moral standards:
When I first started, we did undercover cops as prostitutes in the sex crimes units. It was
crazy to see how many would come and offer me a sex act and a price. Ten to fifteen
arrests per night. Now it’s hidden and in back alleys. We went into clubs and places.… I
had a fairly straight upbringing, but it was curiosity, and I started young in the twenties,
and this was my first introduction to that part of the world. I maintained my morals but
was shocked that this went on!
While R7’s description of herself as “shocked” to see activities that contravened her
moral beliefs, other respondents were much more explicit in articulating the idea that crime
violated both the law and their moral beliefs. As R12 put it,
I think we get constantly, if not daily, violations of our moral beliefs just by the calls we
respond to. Child abuse, pedophilia…. This division, the “wild west,” the
homicides…from child abuse…to senseless killings…. We try to stop those things that
go against the morals of our society.
Emerging from the interviews with the participants on the topic of moral injury
awareness, indirectly, was the subject of moral balance, where a personal sense of morality and
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the morality of society intersect and somehow resonates with some police officers and how it
may potentially contribute to moral injury awareness among themselves. Erosion of moral
balance on a personal and societal level may impact or influence the morale of a person and be
an intervening factor in the development of a moral injury.
An awareness of behaviours that contravene moral standards is not, of course, in and of
itself a moral injury; however, once the respondents connected their awareness of moral
violations with a personal sense of loss, moral injury awareness occurred. This was suggested
when R5 seemed to indicate that crime is a violation of personal moral beliefs, or when R5
connected disappointment with his awareness of crimes in society:
I definitely have experienced a violation of moral beliefs. An aggravated assault…seeing
someone laying there and died two weeks later. Moral injury, in my experience, is more
of moral disappointment of the realities we face as we live in this society and interact
with them. For example, the few that say, “Thank you for [your] work, well done,” but
pales into comparison to the hundreds that spit in your face.
R14 provided a more detailed discussion of how a perceived violation of societal moral
norms was understood by her to have caused her a moral injury. When asked if she had
experienced a violation of her moral beliefs, R14 started off by saying,
We arrested a boy who was 17 for a robbery.… He had pointed the firearm at the victim
and myself.… At the trial, his mom was out in the hallway… [saying], “I don’t
understand what the officer’s problem [is].… It’s their job to have guns pointed at them.”
… And in my mind…to me it’s your job as a mother to raise people who don’t rob people
and use guns.… It shocked me.… I think people should know or have a sense of right or
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wrong…. My moral expectations were challenged/violated…that this mother would
advocate for such behaviour. [I was] appalled and aghast.
R14’s statement that “people should know or have a sense of right or wrong” indicated
her belief that there was a standard of right and wrong that had been breached, as well as her
personal sense of injury—her sense of moral injury—when she perceived that the standard had
been violated.
R14 also described an incident in which a criminal stated that if he tried to shoot someone
and missed, and accidentally killed someone else, then it was God’s will that the person who was
shot had died. R14 framed her response to this statement in religious terms that led her back to
linking an awareness of criminal activity to a feeling of personal disheartenment:
Another incident where he said, “If I try to shoot someone and I miss and kill somebody,
that is God’s will,” [it expresses] a misconception of predestination.… It affected
me…that everyone was not necessarily raised with a moral compass.… It was
disheartening.
For some respondents, the particularly vile nature of some of the crimes that they were
exposed to touched them on personal levels and so violated their sense of moral standard that
they explicitly sensed a type of moral injury. In the case of R2, responding to a suicide at the
Bloor Viaduct was marked on his memory “forever.” In describing this incident in this way, he
suggested that the call had left him wounded:
This is a call I will never forget. Early in career…the Bloor Viaduct a popular place for
suicide. A woman sitting on the edge of Bloor Viaduct (51 Division). She just threw
something over and she jumped. I was on the way to the bottom. Fairly young female
(30), and what she threw over was her five-year-old son. A tough call to deal with. They
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knew that she was suicidal…a note was there left in the car. She was found on subway
tracks with her son, and “my son jumped on the tracks,” and she went to get him. Perhaps
postpartum depression. I remember sights and sounds of that call…forever.
R3 recounted a traumatic event in the line of duty:
An incident where [a] call came in…from the dispatcher…bits and pieces of a radio
call.… On the balcony, somebody is screaming…you’re knitting together a picture from
what you verbally heard.… Party on the balcony…causing a disturbance…the person on
the balcony is not there but fallen…the guy is hanging on the balcony 12 stories…the
people on the ground had deceased.… I felt myself in a state of shock.
In R7’s case,
over the course of my career, I was a detective sergeant of a sex crimes unit (2006-2011).
I was in charge of about 20 people. It had to do with child pornography. The stuff I saw
and witnessed was very difficult. We must try to be as professional as we do this job.
Very difficult to know children being sexually abused and hurt.
Police work as a source of moral injury. Moral injury can also occur when individuals
participate in actions that violate their moral standards and feel in some way responsible for the
transgression or for failing to prevent it. Moral injury also occurs when one’s sense of self is
disrupted because of the actions that one is required to complete. In my findings, I observed that
over 80% (12 out of 15) of police officers endured much moral stress due to the nature of their
work, which may result in moral injury.
Some participants indicated that carrying out their job duties sometimes conflicted more
directly with their personal sense of right and wrong. For example, R8 expressed conflicted
feelings about having to use force on the job when stating, “I would not be happy when I have to
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pull the trigger.” R8 went on to describe using force as a moral issue and as the source of
possible moral injury by saying,
Most people don’t want to hurt people.… Every time I have to hurt someone, there is a
conflict in my psyche, but the conflict is solved because the choice is the perpetrator’s. I
may have to use force only when necessary. We are fighting with people, not only the
gun. My moral problem or issue is: Did we have to do this in the first place? Avoiding
things [that] are unnecessary…and I hope to make the best decisions that doesn’t not
conflict with what I know to be right.
R9 stated an explicit awareness that the work of a police officer, or more particularly,
policy pertaining to police practice, at times comes into conflict with his sense of right and
wrong. Specifically, R9 remembered one incident in which his conscience would not allow him
to follow policy:
At times, my beliefs conflict with the work I do, but there are rules to follow. I still have
to sleep at night, and I do what I think is right. Not everything is black and white. There
was an incident where policy said do one thing, but my moral decision-making based on
my experience with this youth [meant] that it did not make sense to follow policy. I chose
the other way…based on my moral or personal beliefs. I am fine with it.
In other words, moral injury can be connected to a loss of the sense of self as a moral being.
Challenges to “good guy” identity. The identities of police officers in this study (and
perhaps more popularly) were heavily embedded in their sense of self as the “good guy”—as
individuals who embody and enforce the moral standards of the community. As R11 put it, “My
identity is associated with the work I do as a person.… It’s us versus the bad guys.” Similarly,
R15 noted, “You’re expected to be the hero in others’ eyes.” R2 described police officers as
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having “a moral responsibility to protect the vulnerable people of our society” and to make
contributions that improve society. R10 passionately shared that
something deeply resonates within me about the work with the children.… This
motivates me…not so much guns/drugs/violence/break and enter.… With children…they
are innocent…. You can save a child from danger and locate the perpetrator and bring
them to justice…. [I] feel like I am doing something…. Helping [the] elderly or animals
or those, you know, who can’t help themselves bring[s] a sense of moral balance to me.
R6 expanded on these ideas by making the connection between a police officer losing his
belief that he could “change the world” with a loss of the sense of who a police officer is on a
moral level:
There is an expectation that all freshly minted police officers are instilled with. The
values of duty, courage, integrity, loyalty, service, honour, etc., and we start out as
idealist[s]…want to change the world…then realize it becomes less and less possible, and
we become caretakers.
R6 would further describe the cumulative effect of constantly trying to make the “world a
better place” in the face of systemic obstacles that challenged such efforts, connecting the sense
of disillusionment with a struggle to maintain the sense of oneself as a moral being that he
described as trying “to maintain your morals”:
Trying to make the world a better place…but you run into a lot of brick walls on that
road. You try to maintain your morals…but you feel and bang your head, ending up with
a sore head because nothing changes.... The cumulative effect is that it erodes at your
willingness to push yourself further to do the right thing…running into obstacles…on the
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job…internal politics…and lot of guys throw in the towel, and why bother trying…that
attitude…get disillusioned…it’s not what I signed up for.
For example, many respondents complained about the fast-paced nature of police work—
a work culture that can be described as “next call” culture since police officers are always
moving on to the next call. As R7 put it, “This…work demands you to keep moving, taking the
next call, and delivering.” R14 described a similar sentiment when she stated, “Police service has
been a rapid learning experience on the job, where you have to produce results and keep moving
to the next call.”
What was an issue for respondents was not so much the fast-paced nature of the job as
much as the way the pace of work interfered with their understood identity as a positive change
maker in their communities. They felt unable to effect meaningful change, and their failure to do
so was a blow to the moral standards and sense of themselves that they sought to maintain. As
R1 put it,
[Police officers] should have that opportunity [to reach out to people] and not just get to
the next call…. Give the officer time and not be rushed…. Policing forces you to move
on to the next call.
Similarly, R6 noted, “We want to stop and really change things, but we must move on to
the next call.”
R7 recognized that sometimes it was other systemic factors, like a lack of resources, that
negatively impacted his sense of self as being able to arrest criminal activities and effect positive
change:
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As a constable, I had a glimpse of it, of this particular work…but I wanted to go back to
it to make a difference. I saw hundreds of videos…very dark place. The victims die.… I
was upset there was not more resources.
R3’s description of how the larger sociopolitical system of which his work made him a
part seems to perpetuate criminal activity and, in so doing, violated his sense of right and wrong
and his sense of self as a moral individual:
It’s the system itself that allows these things to keep going on.… I see this at the ground
level.… When you go through all of this…the system that allows for this and does
nothing…is what violates my sense of right and wrong.… As much I blame those
people…I blame the system…when only minimal is done.… I find that extremely
frustrating.… I wish my taxes were used in a better way.… Criminal activity is
perpetuated…systemic.
For many respondents, the “revolving door” court system, as R6 would describe it, and
the drama of internal politics within police divisions were the source of a similar level of
underlying frustration that spoke to a wounded sense of identity as a police officer able to effect
and maintain moral standards—that is, to be the “good guy” and hero—in society.
There are some internal politics, fraught with politics, jockeying to get ahead. The drama
and trauma of the work! What really erodes morale at times is the issues within the
system followed by the external impacts…the criminal element.… The court system is
sometimes a revolving door, and it is really disappointing when you arrest someone and
you see them get out or do not get the punishment/penalty they deserve.
R12 and R5, respectively, would make a similar observation when stating, “The court
system supports the criminals, and justice and morals are out of sync," and “sometimes justice is
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not served adequately.” The expression of frustration with an inability to ensure that justice was
served because of the legal system was articulated by more respondents, suggesting that negative
encounters with the legal system—that is, when the legal system does not appear to support their
efforts to stop crime—can be understood to cause moral injury to police officers. For example,
R7 demonstrated an awareness that attempts to be the “good guy” and hero could be hampered
by the justice system when he stated, “You want to get to them…and help them and stop it. You
have to leave it to the justice system, but you wish you could help them. The perpetrators…well,
we seek to bring them to justice.”
R2 described a particularly painful reaction to a perceived sense of failure in protecting
society that made explicit the loss of sense of self as an agent of good that moral injury
awareness can produce:
I was never going to arrest the bad guy or bring him before a tribunal…and I started
thinking that if I were to run across that person tomorrow if I would have any problem
walking up to him and murdering him and burying him in a shallow grave…like many of
his victims.… And you start thinking about that…and you start thinking if you’re doing
the wrong thing for the right reason, would I be justified if there was no right way to
bring someone justice?… Could I take justice in my own hands?… As you sit and hear
the statement…you just want to go out, kill someone, or do something.
Respondents were keenly aware of when, in the course of carrying out their duties, they
were not perceived as the “good guy” due to the limitations of their job or the nature of the work
that they were required to perform.
For other respondents, the overall negative response to the presence of police officers that
some community members displayed was directly connected to the types of activities that they
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were required to engage in to carry out their job responsibilities. Again, the negative response
subverted the police officer’s sense of self as a “good” person and in doing so, can be understood
as a moral injury. R11 aptly put it this way:
In general, you will never have a day on this job where people are happy to see you, and
you have to learn not to take it personally but go on. Whether it be a car accident, call for
a break and enter, et cetera…and the person or people are upset. No one is very happy to
see [you].… You get tainted.… You are hated…when you put the uniform [on] or come
to work…whether it’s next of kin death notification (NOK), a person who has been
violated, or pulling over someone giving a ticket…. It takes a toll on us…. You are seen
as the antagonist.
R11 articulated similar sentiments when stating, “The names I get called at times…it’s
ridiculous.… Cumulative and collective experience can take a toll on you… what you go
through…. A lot of negativity from people that you have to filter out.”
R8 recounted,
When my fellow officer was run over with the snowplow, it really affected me. I started
to think, could that have been me? A person who goes out every day, I may go out and
never come back. It becomes part of our life. The regular public may not know what goes
on and what officers go through, and many times that is not reported, and if they knew,
one may not want to live where they are.
Military and police service. There seemed to be a greater traumatic effect and toll taken
on the four respondents who all developed PTSD and had major adjustments in reintegrating or
integrating into police service after engaging in military service. Those who had been deployed
in military service all sought help to deal with their trauma, but it was observed based on self-
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disclosure that their diagnosis was further compounded by the trauma experienced in policing
work.
The other eleven of police officers did experience high levels of both general stress and
trauma-induced stress. Interestingly, only four of the eleven police officers without military
experience spoke about the development of PTSD. Hence, what I observed in my findings is that
fourteen of all respondents acknowledged and described their traumatic experience as associated
with moral injury as defined in this study once they became aware of this phenomenon. The one
participant who did not associate their experience with moral injury at this time indicated that
they realize this work comes with great demand and stress and that they had a strong social
network but also this participant had the least experience in terms of the years of police service.
If moral injury is understood as witnessing actions or behaving in a way that violates
one’s deeply held moral beliefs, then the respondents in this study clearly indicated that they
believe they may have suffered from moral injuries in the course of their duties. Moral injury
may occur when police officers are forced to witness criminal activities that violate their own
sense of moral standards. As R15 put it succinctly, “I was able to get that young girl the help she
needed during this violation to her, which became a violation to me.” On another level, moral
injury can also be perceived when police officers sense a loss of the identity with the ideal police
officer as the moral hero who effects positive change because of the limitations of the system in
which they work.
Effects of moral injury on personal well-being. This section provides a comprehensive
description of the effects of moral injury on emotional, mental, and physical wellness in the
police officers. Varying aspects of their health are affected.
R2 stated,
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When I came back from the UN mission, I had trouble adjusting to police work for about
a year or two. Actually, before you deploy you must see a counsellor/social worker to
make sure you a mentally fit, and when you return, you check back with them and take a
psychological test. When I returned, and went to the counsellor, they explained about
stress and the adverse reaction to the body and effects, and that is exactly what I was
experiencing.
Emotional effects. R7 described her work as “emotionally…draining.” R1 vocalized a
sense of helplessness and guilt:
I feel a great deal of sorrow and empathy. A great deal of helplessness…a sense of
helplessness to get them [victims?] [help]…. The service does not provide us to go back
and see them, to assess them or see how they are doing. That’s a level of frustration.
There is a level of gratitude from the public but not from evaluation time in the police
service. It’s based on stats and numbers but not what you done to contribute to the
community, safety, [to] benefit or make a difference in people’s lives. That for me brings
a level of disappointment.
R8 also articulated feelings of helplessness and sadness in response to his work:
There are times when I feel speechless. I was very sad and felt helpless that I could not
help the father who just lost his daughter. It would be impossible not to feel empathetic to
the calls I respond to.
R2’s description of a particularly painful call that he worked on also demonstrated the
direct impact that such incidents can have on police officers’ emotional state:
It took a toll on me…. I hated the woman that threw herself off the Bloor Viaduct.… I
hated that she threw her five-year-old off the bridge…. It was tragic.… I realized she was
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sick and needed help.… I could not be mad at her and had to let it go…. I had hatred for
her…and the fact that people missed all these signs…. They knew she was suicidal.
R10 shared,
There are calls that disturb me…. [My] five years [in the] child abuse/pornography
unit…was most difficult. Anger, anxiety…going to calls where I see children
hurt…see[ing] things that should not happen…I get angry at people involved.
While respondents identified a plethora of negative feelings that emerged in carrying out
their duties, only R12 clearly linked work to depression and stated,
I went through depression…. It’s huge.… It’s like you’re not yourself…. You feel grey.
You’re just there…in the background…. It’s reconnecting your brain…what makes you
happy. With the low staffing, it’s just calls after call.… I get emotionally and even
physically tired.… My personal/lunch time is compromised…. My routine is broken.
R9 stated,
After my traumatic event, it affected me. I had to take time off. I could not come into
work. I called my friend, and she…stayed on the phone with me and said she was coming
to get me. There were times I felt down in the dumps…. This situation…I had to get far
away as possible.
R6, when asked how work has affected him, stated, “It has affected morale
negatively…my own morale…but group morale collectively can affect all others as it builds and
grows exponentially, and you take on others as yours…dampens and demoralizes…but I realize I
still got to do this job.”
It became clear upon listening to the participants that police work and the organizational
system, unfortunately, take a toll on their emotional state. It may be that it is a natural side effect
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of this work, but it needs to be addressed so that police officers do not slip through the cracks
bearing such emotional weight, which may, in turn, adversely affect their health and work
performance.
Mental effects. Many of the respondents described the mental impact their work had on
them. This is from a psychological perspective and looks at how the policing work weighs on
their minds. R9 commented that after a traumatic event, “It took a toll on me psychologically.…
I experienced withdrawal and did not want to go back to the work.” R12 subsequently described
how it affected his internal life: “Inside of me I am going crazy…but I see yelling, screaming,
and punching things won’t fix anything…doesn’t help…but inside of me it’s happening…selftalk/dialogue.”
R2 further explained his mental response when responding to a call:
In my mind, I can see it…almost smell it…what I experienced just yesterday.… I can feel
it when I talk about it.… I can feel my heart rate…as if I am reliving it…. When I talk
about it, I also know that it helps me to deal with it moving forward as opposed to
keeping [it] inside.… I will never be able to completely move away from it…but talking
will help me to continue on.
R3 explained, “I feel at a loss.… I still remember.… What is imprinted on your mind…it
can be mind-altering.” R5 stated, “There are flashbacks that are triggered by traumatic events or
when I hear reports of all kinds of crime that come in.”
R10 explained how an experience profoundly affected her by stating,
After about seven years, I got a call to a three-month-old baby death where the mother
lost a baby, and I was not able to take that call. That was a call where I can’t be in the
children/youth bureau, and I had to switch work units. I think in everyday life when I see
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children, it brings back memories…flashbacks…even calls I hear on the radio….
Anything where there are children, I get triggered.… My one and only child means all the
world to me.
R10 continued,
I still have some child cases…for child abuse.… It just bothers me so much…on those
days…. I know it’s going to bother me…. I won’t sleep well that night…. I think about
that being my own son…. I can’t look at some of the evidence and photos.… I still have
the old cases…. I don’t give up those cases because I know the victims, and I invested in
them…versus going to a fresh scene case.… It sucks that I can’t keep doing it
anymore…. It bothers me too much.… Maybe eventually I may go back.
The mental effects described in these excerpts reveal the corresponding toll it takes upon
police officers in the line of duty. This evidence indicates how they navigate through difficult
encounters that they must contend with and filter through to maintain a level of sanity and
remain operationally effective and functional in their role.
Physical effects. In addition to the emotional and mental impact of their work,
respondents indicated that they also suffered in physically tangible ways. R3 recounted a
traumatic event in the line of duty describing it as, “You get a physiological reaction.” R3 went
on to describe the physiological reaction on oneself experiencing physical fatigue or weariness.
Furthermore, R6 noted that “sometimes it’s an unhealthy environment: sitting in a car, [you] eat
unhealthily, [experience] disrupting sleep patterns.… It has taken a toll on me…and [has had an]
effect on my physiology and lifestyle.”
R7 described the experience as making a heavy impact on their life:
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The last few years in policing has become more challenging, and I and my fellow
colleagues was burning out and I was losing sleep…and I moved up my retirement. They
finally hired more people, which was relief to us…but when I worked in that part of the
world, I felt my world crumbling, and it was physically… draining.
R7 describes “that part of the world” to be the dark side where atrocities were witnessed
that affected and violated their deeply held beliefs and expectations. Two respondents made a
more direct link between their work responsibilities and negative health. R13 believed that the
stress from work had contributed to a stroke, while R12 noted a direct correlation between
increased blood pressure and the stress of work: “If there are work shortages and high demand, it
increases stress, and my blood pressure (BP) was very high, and I took some time off to leave
work behind, and when I returned, my BP came back to normal.”
After interacting with some of the participants, it was evident that their job had a direct
effect on their health. The nature of police work and its work stress indicated a physical toll that
affected participants in varying ways, contributing to poor physical health. This may be
associated with the corresponding mental health effects triggered by a traumatic event, which
could potentially lead to moral injury.
Boundaries as a coping strategy. Coping with moral injury is another category that is
vital to understanding how officers navigate the demands of work and the toll it takes on them.
Developing coping skills and having coping strategies were expressed as essential for all
respondents, yet the process looks different for each of them. Some described developing a
healthy balance between work and the rest of life, and others pointed to the importance of setting
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boundaries to keep these worlds separate. Still others recognized actions they take to remain
emotionally distanced from their work.
How police officers balance life and work. All respondents indicated that they had faced
challenges in achieving work-life balance. One affected the other, and it was difficult to
reconcile their lives and work. R7 shared, “I think when I hit the five-year mark…it took a lot of
adjustment.… I had to sacrifice family time.… My daughter said in police interview my mom
was not there always.” R2 added, “I think [the job] has a tremendous toll on myself and family.”
A healthy work-life balance required intentional adjustment and adaptation. When referring to
balance, I asked how the police officers were able to achieve or make efforts to maintain a
balance between their personal life and work life.
R1 stated, “People identify us ‘There that officer or police person.’ I have a life outside of
policing. It’s the balance I seek to pursue in myself—work-life balance. I try to be intentional.”
R7 shared, “I have tried to stay fairly balanced. This is work [that] demands you to keep
moving.”
R13 shared how a traumatic encounter affected their work-life balance: “It affected my
work-life balance and health and impacted my inner life…. I was sad for a bit…. I was
withdrawn.”
When speaking about how this experience affected their work, life, and health balance,
R12 commented, “You have to learn how to live with the stress.… I need some time to distress
when I come home…to help clear my mind…things that bother me that I witness and bring
home…work life.”
The continuous demands of police work require constant adjustment and adaptation.
Many respondents expressed that striving for balance and keeping a steady and stable state in
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their lives required effort. This was not easily achieved, and many participants struggled to
maintain a balance. However, this balance was not a state of being but a state of ongoing flux
that required consistent calibration to avoid burnout and detrimental effects on their mental wellbeing.
How police officers separate work and their personal lives. In speaking with respondents,
I set out to understand how they have attempted to successfully separate their personal lives from
work. R11 shared their final take on her overall experience and what she found helpful in the
policing experience: “Cope…deflect…separate…this should be taught.… It was a senior officer
that helped me by talking to me about this.… This is an ethic that guides my work.”
R4 commented, “I dissociate myself. When I leave work, I leave it at work.… I morph
into my other roles as mother, girlfriend, dog owner…. People don’t associate us as being normal
as another human being.… We eat, sleep, breathe, and bleed.” R8 asserted, “Why mix the two
worlds? Keep it separate…. I compartmentalize my life.”
R2 spoke about separating work and life and how they maintained a balance:
I have been able to separate the two quite well.… When at work, I enjoy being at work,
and it is my priority…but when I am away or leave, I keep it separate and thoroughly
enjoy my family…and I don’t hang out with police buddies.… When I am here, I am
fully engaged.… We are already planning about our retirement and plans for the
future…and as much as I love this job…I am going to love and enjoy my retirement.… It
is a significant part of who I am… and it’s a job.… There’s a lot more to my life, and I
will enjoy it even long after this job.
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R4 asserted, “I am a PO [police officer], but I have another life.… I don’t let it consume
all my life.” R7 also clearly shared how she deals with her work: “Dissociate and divest yourself.
I can separate the two: work and life.”
How police officers emotionally disengage from their work. Officers also explained
strategies they used to detach from their emotions while on the job in an attempt to cope. I asked
R9 to describe the balance of work and life and how it may have internal effects. R9 stated, “I
am impartial about things; I try to separate my emotions and my work.” When asked how he
deals with the demands and pressure of work, R8 commented, “Sometimes you have to [be] so
focused on the job that it doesn’t get to you; if it does, one can become compromised. I don’t
remember individual people, but I remember the events/incidents.”
R11 said emphatically,
We have to stand strong…and try not to get our emotions mixed up with our
work…though we have them…. We try not to personalize it because we don’t know the
people we get called to help.… I try to stay detached from my emotions from work.
As R12 described it, this disengagement may lead to emotional numbness:
I have become more hardened.… I know that I care…but I don’t feel that care.… My
personal feelings are like I lost something…maybe [I’m] too much dissociated…. These
things just wear you down [in this work].… I have been to Afghan.… I have seen the
worst of the worst…. I keep an even keel…it’s my buffer zone…. Some say I am cold.
I asked R14 how experiences have affected their work-life balance and internal life and
the response was simply: “Many officers can become jaded..”
R11 made it clear,
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I have learned I am not going to allow the other person to change who I am.… Once you
understand that ‘I am on the job,’ you have to not allow another person’s opinion to be
your reality, “Oh, ya you…,” but taking a step back and dissociate those negative
comments to avoid it escalating. I have learned to differentiate between my work and that
which is personal.
In speaking with the participants, I observed that many of them have learned how to
make a healthy delineation and create boundaries between their personal lives and work.
Faith as a coping strategy. This category explores the role and presence of faith as a
coping strategy. I looked at the number of respondents who had an active faith practice, had
some type of belief in a higher power or God, had faith or religious backgrounds but were not
practicing, had an abandoned faith, or had no faith or religious experience at all.
Role and presence of faith. There were those respondents who have definitive faith and
articulated their experience. They value their faith and how it has played a positive role in their
lives. R11 stated, “I was born and raised Catholic…not currently practicing…however, certainly
outside of the church I have moral beliefs and family values that I uphold.”
R1 described their experiences, saying, “[I have] A RC background and family, where
death of a person or a colleague brings you back to basics. Makes you grounded. Helps you deal
with your emotions when you know they are going to a better place.”
R9 testified that “when things get difficult…I turn to my faith…. Personally…it’s a
source of comfort for me.… The world is so big, and a lot of people believe in something.…
There is a higher being…. So I turn toward God.”
I asked R7 what resources, including spiritual, she used to cope with the stresses of work-

life balance. She said, “He [God] already knows all the details [bad stuff], and I don’t have to go
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over all the details.… To have somebody there above anybody else…it’s comforting to me…and
He has put and kept me there [in this place of service].”
In the interviews, I noted that many participants freely expressed their religious
orientation and identified as coming from a Judeo-Christian faith heritage or history. This type of
upbringing had influenced their morals and shaped their belief systems, which then played out in
their lives, work, and moral decision-making in the line of duty.
Sense of calling. Two participants felt that their call to duty as a police officer was
comparable to a religious calling. For instance, R14 said that “many people refer to this job as a
calling like a pastor.… I feel called to do this job.”
Religious and/or church attendance. Some respondents indicated that they attended
religious services and this had a positive impact on their lives. R1 shared some spiritual
resources he uses: “Going to church, giving back to the community, and volunteering my time at
school events and community events as well, outside of policing.”
R7 shared,
I was raised RC. Large family and attended church every Sunday up until the age of 16.
At that point, I started to work. I married a RC man, and so raised our family in that faith.
My parents are quite religious. They sent me to a Baptist Sunday school. So, it is part of
my foundation.
R12 embraced the idea that “you’re accepted when you go to these faith meetings.… It
has refreshed me.”
Again, some police officers shared their interest in and benefits found in attending
religious services. For those who engage or participate in such religious gatherings, there was
some positive association.
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Spiritual exercises/disciplines. Many of the respondents indicated their involvement in
spiritual exercises, such as prayer, meditation, relaxation, and readings that have helped them
stay focused and maintain a relationship with a higher power that works for them. For instance,
R1 believed that
one of the big factors is that you don’t have to go into an institution or building and you
can say a prayer where you are to help you to go forward. My faith is a foundation of
building a home and what is around me.
I asked R7 to tell me what grounded them in their work as a police officer: R7 said, “I
would ground myself though not [by] going to church, but I would pray—pray to the God of my
childhood.” She shared that “I use prayer, for when I pray, I ask to get back to a place where I
need to be and help me to be the best person I can be.”
R12 shared that they personally “[take] a moment when I pray or step into a church….
We don’t take moments anymore.”
R13 talked about how he/she de-stresses: “I have added buffers, such as yoga and
meditation and prayers…what I do for my mental health.… My stroke affected my work
and ability to work.… I had to do something to make myself happy again.… It makes
[me] be grateful, calm.”
R14 asserted that
every night when I pray, I say, “Please help me to make good decisions” and ask that it
be God’s will that I be safe.… Prayer is comforting and consolation.… My faith is an
outlet and strength for me… and I don’t have a religious guilt as like RC guilt! I don’t see
it like that or God like that.
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I observed, as participants shared their experiences, that being involved or engaged in
spiritual activities was helpful to them to make sense of their faith, life, and work.
Understanding of God and relationship with God. In this sub thematic category, it was
observed that some respondents had a picture of God through either a positive or a negative
filter. Some indicated that they had a relationship with God, but it depended on their picture of
God. Their picture of God was not necessarily of a being or person but a personification or
presence of what God may be to them. R1 described his moral conflict and view of God, stating,
“My picture of God is simply as referring to the ‘Footprints’ poem [a Christian allegorical poem
about God’s presence]. Those are things of grave importance. I never feel abandoned…. In times
of crisis, [it] give[s] you [a] chance to ground yourself and breathe.”
R12 shared,
I grew up RC.… I don’t have a problem with religion…the role for faith for me…there
must be an end point…a God.… It’s like taking off your armour at the end of the day and
putting it on the chair…take your shield and you put it down.… It’s like God says, “I got
your back. Take a breather…and I’ve got your back.”
R10 stated,
You know…I never went to church when I was younger.… We were baptized…. I think
it’s more of a comfort…a safe feeling…that God will keep you safe or take care of us.…
I don’t know much about God, but the thought of God, my picture of God, is a higher
being.… If it’s meant to be it will be…so to speak.
R11 further stated, “It comes down to just…something beyond us…something higher….
Not like the Catholic Church, where if you do this or don’t, this is the punishment or
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consequence.” R3 talked about the role of faith in his work. He said, “I think that faith or [a]
sense of higher power is within you…. It’s about your conscience.”
R9 stated, “I am a Christian.… I believe in God.… I don’t follow my faith as I did when I
was younger.… I believe God is everywhere…so I don’t have to go to church.”
R13 commented,
I am not in faith or religion…. I am RC…but I don’t practice.… My picture of God
would be nature.… It’s not a person…though I [was] told it was.… I don’t have a picture
of God that is personal…not personified…but represented through nature.… I have not
prayed since I was a teen.
R15 explained that
I like the idea of Mother Earth and [that] everything has a soul. We should respect all
things in nature and people. I have a sense of spirituality…. My image of God is
everywhere…inclusive…. I call Him God. I talk to Him every day. Not necessarily
prayer, but conversations. [I] count my blessings.
R8 discussed the role of faith (spirituality) and asserted that
there is a God…but not the one I now believe. There is an idea if you do good things you
go to heaven. When you do bad things, do you make amends to those persons you have
wronged? Where is the single purpose of believing in God? I do believe in God, but not
everything that doesn’t always make sense. I believe more of the God of the Old
Testament…checks and balances…choices and consequences.
R7 discussed faith in relation to traumatic work:
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I have questioned God at times.… I would go home and pray and say, “Let me be the
officer/person I can and do the best job with these cases.” Things happen for a reason,
and I am where I need to be.
Some police officers shared their view or perspective of God and if they felt they had any
type of relationship with God. There was a strong association for those who had a healthy picture
of God and a corresponding relationship in helping them in personal and work life.
Nonbelief in God or higher power. Some respondents did not have any association with
faith in God or a higher being. For instance, R11 described that
there is some faith…some spirituality…something more than here…and those moments I
question if there was a God, why did you allow that to happen? How does this happen if
there is a higher power?… I question this at times…. There are moments, why couldn’t
He [God] step in and stop this?
R8 stated,
Traumatic events made me question the flowery picture of God. It ruined my view of
God.… I became more an existentialist.… The sexual predator and the victims…the evil
of drugs, random of acts of violence really changes my view.
R2, whose religious background is Roman Catholic, described their 25-plus years serving
as a police officer and military personnel stating,
I do have a strong set of values but not necessarily organized religion based. I grew up
RC but became an atheist while I was a teenager. Morality wise, I have not had any
issues per se. My moral compass is not defined by religion.
R2 described the role of faith as being
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fairly significant, as I look at myself with a strong moral compass…. You don’t need God
or a religion to define what is right or wrong.… I don’t have a picture of God, but I do
have a morality. We as humans have some understanding of what is right or wrong.…
For me…what is good for the majority of society is good for me.… I also believe that the
stronger and more capable have a moral obligation to look after people who are more in
need of my help…as a police officer…the stronger helping the weaker, those who have
larger capacity have a moral obligation, almost like the work of a sheep dog.
Some participants did not have any religious bearing or faith orientation, while others
did. In summary, all participants expressed some notion of a higher being, but not in the
traditional sense of God from a Judeo-Christian perspective. They had developed their own sense
of higher power. Those who expressed faith in God by religious association, family tradition, or
even their personal relationship or picture of God seemed to have a stronger sense of hope and a
comprehensive view of life.
Social support as a coping strategy. This category refers to the various resources that
help bolster and provide an outlet for police officers. What social support do they have at their
disposal? This was explored, identifying some areas that help them cope.
Family and friends. Indispensable to all respondents was the importance and value of
family and friends. This seemed to be helpful and an escape from the reality of their work. R11
said, “I have a core group of friends both on and off the work.… They identify and are
compatible with your help to ground me.… Weekly check in with family.… No major
meltdowns.”
R2 explained what helped in the adjustment of returning from deployment to civilian life.
R2 asserted,
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What was a great thing for me was a big family I have…and friends who I can go and
talk to…. Enough of those people recognized I am having some PTSD issues and you
need to talk with people…. That helped me to deal with that [trauma] so I could carry on
with my policing career, and I am very lucky I have got a lot of family support.
R2 described the social support saying,
I have a great wife and family…. I had the same wife for over 20 years.… Having those
supports and stability goes a long way.… I have that shock absorber.… My family has
been a great anchor for me…to evaluate why I do what I do.… It’s more than just a job
and more than a paycheck…it’s a career…it’s something I will do for my whole
career…it’s part of my personality…a part of who I am.… While I am working
here…it’s part of who I am and not just my uniform and paycheck.… I am reminded by
my family of who I am…though immersed in the policing culture.
R5 talked about what specifically helped in dealing with the stress and demands of work,
saying, “I have used family to ground me…. My wife is my number one supporter.”
R2 stated,
What I believe to be a strong moral compass to ground myself…it’s my family and
friends.… It’s been my anchor.… It has helped me to define who I am.… My parents
have been a strong influence on me…some teachers.… Maj Gen Romeo Dallaire…was a
tremendous positive influence…which was great honour.… He is a PTSD survivor.… I
think many people would not be able to survive that as he did.… He is a fantastic role
model and [has a] strong sense of morality.
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R6 believed that in this line of work, “with a circle of good friends you are able to have
an outlet.” R7 shared one way of finding social support: “I have a lot of non-police friends.…
We walk, go for a coffee…play hockey, shoot the breeze.
This social infrastructure in their lives was integral to their healthy functioning at work,
as many shared. In fact, if it were not for the existing social connections that many had in place,
it would be counterproductive, and their work compromised. Many expressed that this was an
essential factor for them and they would not know how to get through this work without it.
Colleagues. While some participants preferred spending time with friends outside of the
police force, others found that seeking the support of other offices was an important form of
coping. R7 mentioned finding support by “talking with the colleagues.” R11 discussed a difficult
day at work, stating, “I went home and spoke with fellow officer friends to protect
confidentiality. It was a day to go home and have a beer.”
R4 stated,
I saw an autopsy of a baby less than two-years.… It was traumatic impairment, but it
leaves me with images that are hard to get out of my mind.… I then go and get help…talk
it out with other officers…my family…a counsellor.
When asked how she deals with traumatic experiences, R11 stated,
I would say in the beginning there was a lot of…sub-culture…. I can’t go to my
neighbour who is my friend…as a police officer. Not many understand unless you’ve
been there.… Your circle of friends gets smaller…the go-to people…the tighter circle.
R6 discussed what keeps oneself grounded through the stressors of this career, stating,
“What helps is rooting each other on.”
R9 made a significant analogy by sharing what grounds him. He said,
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When there is a traumatic event or an officer death/memorial…I pull out my badge…I
turn to my badge…[metaphorical] it helps me to remember I am about service.… It’s
weird that it’s that symbol.… I like touching it…feeling it…its imperfections.… I’m part
of a service…service doesn’t die.… I am a service, not just a person…brings me back
together.… It represents more than me…I am not alone…it’s a bigger family…we are
still there…it’s consoling.
Counselling/therapy and chaplaincy. Many respondents also indicated the value of
seeking therapy through counselling and vocalizing their challenges, frustrations, and other
problems by seeking professional help. I asked R9 to explain what grounded him and helped him
to cope with moral violations or trauma. He stated, “It helps to talk; it’s a relief. [There is this]
alpha male syndrome as an officer that when I talk about it, it may show weakness.”
R2 revealed what helped in returning from military service:
I used counselling and dealing with family and financial stuff.… When I returned from
the UN Mission…I used counselling.… I view it to be a great tool… resource.… I view it
as a great way of dealing with stress, depression…family or financial issues.…
Traditionally, in the police service…it was viewed as being crazy…or nuts if you’re
talking to a counsellor.… Everyone has different issues with family, children, with
parents.… I am lucky I did not need it too much.
R13 shared an experience after a traumatic incident,
We had to follow up…with the psychologists [Critical Incident Stress Management
debrief].… It was not great to have gone through…. I am usually a calm
person…consciously, subconsciously, and even unconsciously.… I was off for the
remainder of those seven days (it was recommended) after that incident.… It did not
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affect me too much.… Perhaps I worked out more [through] diffusing/decompression
sessions [with] CISM.… I am somewhat of a solo recoveree.… I guess it did help.
R6 offered some helpful practices he uses to help cope with the demands of work:
I have chats with EAP over certain critical incidents. I am quite cognizant of my own
processes that has developed over time and by dealing with it in a way that I don’t allow
it to control me (over the last several years). Do it right the first time, then you don’t have
to worry about it.
R5 shared some resources that helped in coping: “At times work goes home, but you got
to look at the positive. I am a big supporter of the EAP and chaplaincy and enjoy speaking with
the chaplains, like yourself!”
R9 stated,
I don’t like chatting too much at all…but I enjoyed this experience speaking with
you…where I did not have to dive into details…. It helped me to share and clarify my
own [inner] thoughts of life and my experiences as an officer.
Further, by simply participating in this study, participants found they felt comforted that
they were not alone in their “battles” and that other people have gone through similar
experiences. R9 stated that participating in this study “has helped me a lot, to clarify, be heard,
and it has been therapeutic for me.” Participants were moved to re-evaluate their own thinking,
which is a first step in creating a healthier culture of mental health awareness, especially as it
pertains to moral injury.
In this subtheme, most police officers expressed their knowledge of resources that were
available to them, such as the Employee and Family Assistance Program, social workers,
chaplaincy, and other services. Some also shared that they had used such resources and it had
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helped them greatly. Traditionally, there was an associated stigma attached to self-identifying to
need this help, and in the past, some may not have turned to these. However, this was not the
case in my interviews. Many participants saw the benefits and preventive measures this could
have in their professional and personal lives.
Other forms of grounding. Respondents had unique ways of finding their oasis when
dealing with their changing environment. Here I observed the necessity for police officers to
have a healthy social outlet and hobbies. They vocalized their need to have the ability to change
their context to manage the stress of the work.
R1 identified some coping mechanisms: “My great hobby is hockey, and I love cooking
and family. They say the best conversations and family happens in the kitchen. I like to provide
with healthy eating and know what I am putting in my body.”
R13 affirmed, “If something is stressful, I am encouraged to work out.… It should be
mandatory.… It helps with mental health…as I have gotten older.” R9 expressed how he copes,
stating, “It’s sticking to wellness…trying to improve myself…going to the gym/exercise…eating
well.… Outside of work, I will tune out to other nonrelated work stuff.… You got to find time
for fun and to laugh.”
R4 discussed the resources they use, stating, “For self-care…I have certain outlets.… I go
exercising…I challenge myself…scuba diving…motorcycling…play team sports, and don’t just
only associate with fellow police officers.”
R13 stated,
I can’t overstate the importance [of] exercise and meditation.… In a male-dominated
profession…if people are willing to engage in this, this will help to relieve a lot of stress
and deal with the trauma. Talking it out and expressing yourself is important.
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R12 explained that what grounds and keeps oneself sane:
I really don’t associate with POs off duty. My main source is volunteering…as a coach
for baseball.… I play co-ed sports.… I keep it non-work-police related.… I garden and
nothing to do with policing…. It’s good to see society and what life is really like off work
days…avoiding that craziness. I pause.
R1 gave an account of how one can deal with the stressors and demand of work by
stating,
A main factor of dealing with trauma is my overall health, mental health, physical,
positive thinking, higher beliefs, quotes I hang in my locker. A physical form of exercise
is big for me. And also, getting away from work—leaving the environment. Go be with
the normal people that you don’t see and do with the same people every day at work.
Changing my environment. I am fortunate to have a spouse for 23 years who is
understanding…. Making time for my family is important.
R7 responded, “I take time off when I need.… I take holidays as needed. You need
time…. I advocate to the leadership for this.… It takes time to adjust to the ‘normal,’ and time is
needed to decompress.”
R3 stated,
How I normalize or ground myself is on my time off. I like working at and around the
house…check out the sales at Canadian Tire.… I live close by.… I don’t really work
out.… I just unwind when I come back from work.… I walk a lot.… The profession is
going too soft and needs to maintain a level of fitness.
R6 explained,
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My version of self-therapy is traveling. Getting away, taking a trip, going to the ocean
and unwind and collect my mind. This is most effective for me. I try to get away usually
with my family on a regular basis, and I don’t check my phone/e-mails. I try not to take
my work home, but it depends on what department/unit you are working with.
R11 commented that
I do take time off…. I am okay with a two-minute phone call…and get back to what I am
doing.… I’d rather not see the ball drop. Where I am now in myself and my life has been
more focused and directed to my work.… If I had a family or children, then I would have
to shift my time and focus.
R10 also described grounding and balance, saying,
I kind of try to be grounded by staying away from that kind of work [traumatic
situations]…sleeping pills…time with the family.… Changing my environment…. I was
able to distinguish for myself where I need to pull away, and I acknowledge where I am
not able to do it further…need a break…reached a threshold…need for transition.
It is interesting to note that 93% (14 out of 15) of respondents who had served at least ten
years or more indicated some shift in their lives, schedules, and health. It has revealed the
distress that they bear. Additionally, many police officers have changed the type of work they do
within the policing system. For example, many started out as constables, working the primary
response unit or traffic unit, but not many have stayed in that specific role. Some have moved
into investigations, community response units, or major crimes. It appears that changing the type
of work mitigates the repeated monotony and appreciation of their work by others is beneficial
for coping with the job.
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I observed that many police officers had found ways to ground themselves to stay
balanced and healthy so they could remain effective in their work and function at a level of
competency and professionalism. This grounding was essential to maintaining composure in a
role that was constantly jarring and where changing conditions may lead to high levels of stress
that can adversely compromise work performance and productivity, let alone the consequences
and cost to their health.
Resilience with respect to moral injury and trauma. What I observed in most, if not
all, respondents were their extraordinary ability to not only cope but also to develop resilience in
this line of work. Many police officers suffer trauma, shame, and even face being stigmatized.
Yet through these shared experiences, many have come to develop an inherent capacity to
rebound. It was clear that resilience emerged as a characteristic of the work police officers
engage in.
R4, who draws from hardships and upbringing, stated,
[Difficulties have] helped me build a sense of resiliency and to be self-motivated.… I
have not used EAP or other resources personally, but if I had to I would, and I know it’s
available. We need to share our experiences with people…. People need to be educated.
R15 joyfully expressed,
I love my job and won’t trade it for anything. I don’t know what I will do when I retire or
leave. Hence, my identity is linked with my career and profession, and it brings me
satisfaction and sense of resilience when I have seen so much and still be able to carry on
and do the work I do and make a difference in people’s lives.
R5 described,
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There was an incident 10 years ago…the bad side where a colleague died in the line of
duty responding to call.… I wish I could have changed something.… I wish I could have
saved his life.… I realize that I could only do my best to respond and prevent any further
fatalities.… I have learned to accept the things I cannot change and [have the] courage to
change the things I can, like the poem says. It is part and parcel of this work, and we
learn to live with it and carry on.
In this subtheme, resilience came as a resultant characteristic of learning to cope
constructively with the heavy demand and culture of police work. The participants in this study
exhibited some level of resilience that developed over time through coping mechanisms in order
to continue their work in this profession. I realized that resilience comes by experience, and this
type of weathering the storm actually manifests itself by going through the storm. Many police
officers are and have been placed in unfavourable conditions in the line of duty that only through
the development of resilience to deal with the imposing nature of this work are they be able to
thrive and carry on with the demands of police work.
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Interpretation of Findings
In this research, I determined to discover how moral injury, a violation of one’s values
and belief systems, impacts mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual health and how police
officers have experienced relief and recovery. This led to my research question: How do
Canadian police officers who have experienced violations of their moral/personal beliefs/values
in the line of duty describe the effects of such violations on their health and well-being and the
ways they have coped with their experiences? The analysis of the interview transcripts resulted
in the six major categorical themes reported and illustrated in the previous chapter (see Table 4
in Chapter 4).
Review of Moral Injury
To provide context for this discussion of the findings, I would like to review the
definition of moral injury. As many authors noted and discussed in the literature review, Shay
(2014) suggested that moral injury is a betrayal of oneself concerning what a person deems is
right. It leads to an erosion of one’s character and may result in guilt, shame, despair, or even
interpersonal violence.
Drescher et al. (2011) argued that moral injury is a violation of a person’s beliefs and
what they hold to be right and wrong. Often, given the nature of police work, through
confrontation with many acts of violence, criminality, or atrocity, officers become conflicted and
feel forced to transgress deeply held principles or values, which may develop into a moral injury.
Litz et al. (2009) believed that when deeply held moral beliefs and expectations are
challenged, this can lead to great frustration and despair. An awareness of the discrepancy
between one’s moral beliefs and the transgressive experience may result in the development of
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cognitive dissonance and inner conflict, turmoil, or anguish. This can lead to the onset of moral
injury.
Different from moral injury, PTSD, as defined by Kureczka (1996), is “the development
of characteristic symptoms following a psychologically distressing event that is outside the range
of human experience” (p. 3). It is considered one of the most debilitating consequences of
exposure to intense and severe trauma. An individual’s ability to cope and become resilient is
increasingly compromised.
In these findings, the respondents had a relatively acute awareness of what was
happening to them as they described situations of inner conflict and what was working deeply
within them to create this disturbance. However, they did not know how to name what they were
experiencing or identify what it really was. Many participants had never encountered the term
“moral injury.” As the interviews progressed, a sense of relief came over their countenance as
they began to categorize their inner struggle and obtain some understanding as to what they were
feeling and experiencing.
The interviews seemed to confirm many of the findings noted in the literature review.
Some had experienced PTSD, particularly those who had served in the military, and recognized
the difference between PTSD and moral injury. In this study, eleven participants described what
they were going through as distinctly moral injury and not PTSD. Others reported experiencing
both types of trauma.
Thirteen participants indicated they had experienced the unique quality of trauma caused
by moral injury and they believed that it was experienced by police officers, military personnel,
and even first responders. Interestingly, only four participants self-identified as having PTSD.
More respondents indicated that what they were talking about in the interviews corresponded
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with the definition I provided of moral injury, resulting from extreme, critical life events during
which a person perpetrates, fails to prevent, or witnesses activities that violate their entrenched
moral beliefs and expectations, according to Litz et al. (2009).
There seems to be a common thread woven into the fabric of trauma. Recall that
psychological trauma according to the DSM-5, can result from “directly experiencing a traumatic
event, witnessing of trauma to others or indirect exposure through the trauma experience of a
family member of close associate,” and that to be defined as a traumatic event for diagnosis of
PTSD, the person must experience “actual or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual
violence.” Since the nature of policing involves these experiences, exposure to traumatic events
is inevitable, and all participants, in some way, had had an experience that could have led to
PTSD or moral injury.
Thematic Patterns
Understanding of moral injury by police officers. According to Lutzen et al. (2010),
moral stress may lead to moral injury, triggered by feelings of guilt, shame, or anger about
causing harm, the potential for causing harm, or even preventing harm. Moral stress may
precipitate the development of moral injury unknown to the individual. All respondents appeared
to struggle with describing the deep-seated emotions, feelings, and struggles they felt because of
the nature of their work. Four participants experienced the typical symptoms associated with
PTSD (visible effects), specifically those who had a military background. Many grappled with
finding the correct phrase, word, or term to name it. Until this study, none of the officers, except
one, knew of or had heard about moral injury. However, they accurately and vividly described
the symptoms associated with it. Their responses help to clarify what this research set out to
ascertain—namely, the awareness of moral injury in the TPS.
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This moral conflict remains invisible, and many who were interviewed for this research
had no forum or facilitation to verbalize this internal struggle until recently. All respondents
revealed some of the possible indicators of moral injury as outlined in Table 1 in Chapter 1. They
all indicated some type of moral struggle or issue that needed to be resolved. R9 stated, “I don’t
like chatting too much at all…but I enjoyed this experience speaking with you…where I did not
have to dive into details…. It helped me to share and clarify my own [inner] thoughts of life and
my experiences as an officer.” Here we find an example of the identifying issue of selfdeprecating emotions and cognitions evidenced by the presenting issue of shame and perhaps
even guilt. Another example of possible cues of moral injury was revealed when R12
emphatically noted, “When you said moral wounding or moral injury…I think you’re on to
something…. This is a big one…. I helped to advocate for the psychologists and mental health
when I returned especially from overseas…. I call it depression.… What you said was something
I could relate to today.” Clearly, we can see the identifying issue of psychological issues and the
corresponding presenting issue of depression being expressed by this police officer.
Witnessing criminal activity as a source of moral injury. Sewell (1994) suggested that
increased exposure, particularly in serious cases involving crimes like homicides involving
children, sexual assaults, cases of child abuse and neglect, and child sexual abuse may place
police officers at greater risk of developing secondary traumatic stress. Most of the participants
expressed their utter disgust at the things they witnessed and the crimes perpetrated. Over time,
this constant exposure to human suffering may lead to a breakdown in normal coping
mechanisms and increase the risk of an officer developing secondary traumatic stress.
Moreover, research by Kureczka (1996) indicated that critical incident stress may affect
up to 87% of all law enforcement workers at least once during their career. Critical incident
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stress results from an isolated event that induces an acute level of stress that reaches some critical
mass—hence the name critical incident. In many of these situations, the stress from one event
can be compounded by multiple factors.
Morley (2003) argues that when there may be a severely injured victim, an officer’s
inability to save that victim at the scene of a crisis may lead to feelings of failure. Consequently,
they may carry a sense of guilt, shame, and frustration and blame themselves for not acting to
prevent such an action.
Further, Jinkerson (2016) contends that the range of reactions among officers involved in
critical or traumatic events may result from differences based on how grounded they are in their
personal beliefs or values. Hence, the potential for moral injury development may reflect what
happens to the individual when confronted with cognitive dissonance during a critical event.
One common theme that all participants expressed feeling was the emotional and
psychological toll resulting from police calls, from triggers evoked by calls, and for some, from
flashbacks, and reliving moments of a traumatic event(s). In some cases, participants said that
they experienced moral conflict as well associated with a traumatic event. In this study, I
observed that all respondents had the ability to recall incidents that impacted them adversely with
lucidity, such as death notifications, domestic disputes, gun and gang violence, and critical
incidents. Furthermore, triggers such as other calls that reminded them of events that were
traumatic to them tend to recur.
Most respondents shared the view of R3, who stated that officers “carry the work with
them.” In other words, what was common to most, if not all, police officers was the cumulative
effects and experiences they keep stored in their tertiary memory. It is work that exacts a toll on
a person, both psychologically and physiologically. Many mentioned this in their interviews.
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What was found is that every officer had sustained some type of traumatic event, episode, or
experience over the span of his or her career. They experience flashbacks, recollections, and
vivid memories that are retrieved when triggered by events associated or related to the original
traumatic event(s).
Police work as a source of moral injury. There is an ongoing moral decision-making
process involved in this line of work because it requires officers, at times, to make moral
judgments based on what they perceive to be right or wrong. In some cases, the judgments were
based on the officer’s own sense of morality.
In their study of the role of moral suffering among police officers, Papazoglou and
Chopko (2017) observed that situations concerning the treatment of both criminals and victims
(e.g., the attempt to take care of a criminal who tried to kill you, your fellow officers, or
civilians) generate moments of moral suffering. Moral suffering’s prominent role toward
traumatization has been highlighted by many trauma scholars (e.g., Litz et al., 2009) who suggest
that current trauma research has not efficiently investigated the phenomenon of moral suffering
in frontline professionals’ exposure to traumatic incidents (Nash and Litz, 2013; Kopacz et al.,
2106; Maguen and Litz, 2016). In addition, it is argued that current post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) diagnostic criteria do not efficiently capture the phenomenon of moral suffering in
frontline professionals’ exposure to traumatic incidents (Nash and Litz, 2019).
There are internal struggles and agony that all officers seem to share but manifest in
different ways. This agony often evolves into what many officers found difficulty describing, but
what they did say suggested the phenomenon of moral injury development. However, what did
emerge was that those police officers with strong core beliefs and concerns for the well-being of
others, especially those of vulnerable populations (i.e., children and youth, seniors), may be more
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susceptible to moral injury. In one study, Doehring (2005) suggested that a heightened sensitivity
to the possibilities of causing harm or perhaps even being in harm’s way may lead to moral
stress.
Challenges to “good guy” identity. I discovered that most respondents indicated a sense
of moral stress and distress about work, their work calls, and society. All of the participants
began their careers with a desire to make a difference (and many still believe they do). However,
many felt that instead of being enforcers of the law, they have become custodians of the law.
Many participants described that though shocked, they knew what they were getting into
as police officers. What they did not know was how it would work within themselves, be
manifested, and affect them personally. It was clear that many struggled with a perceived
inability to effect changes that could bring about a positive difference and help in staying the tide
of crime, violence, and other atrocities that they feel strongly about, such as abuse, human
trafficking, drugs, gangs, guns, and family and domestic disturbances.
Descriptions of the work culture speak to a sense of demand and expectations from the
unique nature of work that police officers are involved in. As such, this may cause undue
demand and expose police officers to potential and actual traumatic events. There is a great deal
of stress that comes with the work and territory. The culture of policing is such that one has to be
able to respond and be ready to take a call and then move on to the next call. Many officers
experience the pressure to respond to the next call without fully processing the previous call.
This was a common thread that was observed in all the participant interviews.
Many officers interviewed indicated their desire to do more to help people, but they face
limits, such as being short-staffed and having to move quickly from call to call. This deeply
affected them since they felt that they could not help people the way they would like to.
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However, many realized their own limitations, and, as R6 stated, “We are not social workers but
police officers.” At the same time, there is a certain mandate, according to Papazoglou and
Chopko (2017), “to maintain peace and order, provide compassion to victims of crimes and
accidents, and to save those who are in danger” (p. 2). This may lead to moral distress for
officers.
R1 made it clear that police work can cause one to be unable to respond to a traumatic
situation as they would like to. R1 stated that in one situation, he felt “a great deal of
helplessness…. We thought they could have tried something different. A sense of helplessness to
get them [help].” There were other effects of stress noted, such as psychosocial stress. Anshel
(2000) reported that police officers have experienced high levels of this type of psychosocial
stress. According to Eden (1990), this type of stress is the response of individuals to the selfperceived imbalance between the demands of a situation presented and the resources they have at
their disposal to meet those demands and respond in a healthy way.
When police officers are being called upon repeatedly over time and do not get an
opportunity to refresh or regenerate, it may take a toll on their overall health, and their work
performance and productivity may suffer. This may lead to compassion fatigue. Figley (1995)
described this as the emotional “cost of caring for others,” where they are profoundly affected by
the work that they do to help others, either by direct exposure to traumatic events or secondary or
vicarious trauma that may be caused by ongoing interaction with victims or casualties.
Police officers do more than serve and protect. The role and work of policing have
expanded to encompass competency in areas of conflict resolution, de-escalation, active
listening, diversity training, and cultural sensitivity, to name a few. Respondents indicated that
they are doing more than just responding to a call—at times providing counselling and being
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held as an authority with answers or solutions. This may place an unrealistic expectation on
police officers. Unfortunately, many members of the public do not appreciate the moral decisionmaking process or struggle that officers go through each day. Many, if not all, officers felt
overworked and underappreciated.
Many of the police officers interviewed demonstrated a mindset that positive actions can
quickly become diminished by one negative experience or encounter. I observed that many were
hyper-vigilant and felt underappreciated. Many officers judged the quality of their work by the
response or reaction they received from others. They have come to realize that every day counts,
but one bad day can affect the other good days, and they face a lot of public pressure. This
unrealistic expectation by the public and the service can be a daunting task for many. R3
remarked, “I think I do what is right, but you’re only as good as the last call or arrest you made.”
However, one officer who had served for over 25 years expressed that he signed up to
serve and protect the public and, since he gets paid from taxpayers’ money, he should in some
way be held accountable. It was noted that in light of the abuse that has surfaced in recent times
by police power and brutality, Canadian policing is unique in that there are certain values
Canadian police officers seek to uphold and not model after our U.S. counterparts.
Those interviewed found the work itself, along with the organization and systemic issues,
to be very problematic. They expressed issues with the culture of work, the policing hierarchy,
and internal politics. The nature of police work created a work environment that contributed to
their moral stress. As Papazoglou and Chopko (2017) contend that moral stress can be attributed
to a moral conflict within the person, systemic issues related to the culture of police work, and
may lead to traumatization.
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Military and police service. The respondents who had also served in a military setting
admitted to having experienced trauma and PTSD due to what they had experienced or witnessed
on the battlefield. Trauma and moral injury are not the same thing. Trauma is generally defined
as a deeply distressing or disturbing experience. According to Herman (1992),
Psychological trauma is an affliction of the powerless. At the moment of trauma, the
victim is rendered helpless by overwhelming force. When the force is that of nature, we
speak of disasters. When the force is that of other human beings, we speak of atrocities.
Traumatic events overwhelm the ordinary systems of care that give people a sense of
control, connection, and meaning. (p. 33)
Moral injury implies more of a loss of one’s previous sense of self, perhaps as the result
of trauma, as was suggested by R2 in their description of the work done as a war crime
investigator:
I was on a UN mission in Kosovo…a war crime investigator.… I was assigned to this one
case…had to go and interview two young girls.… They survived a family
slaughter…grandparents to parents (17 family members, including baby brother)
murdered/assassinated in their view.… These girls were also shot in the head and face
and happened to survive.… One of them was young and [I] got her to draw a picture of
the house with the family.… She drew a picture of the soldiers coming in the home and
shooting everybody in the head…during the civil war in Kosovo…Albanian family.…
The girl survived because the bullet went through her face and she passed out but
lived.… She grabbed her other brother and ran away to get help.
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When faced with this information, R2 described their personal experience as being
“shaken to the core,” a description that suggests the loss of his previous sense of self that is
indicative of moral injury.
In a study looking at suffering among police, Papazoglou and Chopko (2017) presented a
theoretical framework to conceptualize
the role of moral suffering (moral distress and moral injury) toward police traumatization
(compassion fatigue and PTSD). Due to lack of empirical research with police in this
area, the authors reviewed and discuss in this manuscript research studies that were
conducted with frontline professionals (e.g., therapists, social workers, nurses) as well as
soldiers and veterans. (pp. 1-2)
The genesis of moral injury encompasses both participation in activities that violate one’s
moral standards as well as witnessing or being aware of such violations. For the respondents in
this study, their daily witnessing of criminal activity was understood to inflict some type of a
moral hit upon them even though they had not directly participated in such activity. This does
not mean that moral injury was simply perceived to be caused by their awareness of moral
violations. Respondents also indicated that their duties as police officers could also impinge on
their personal sense of right and wrong and, thus, be a possible source of moral injury.
In my research, the interviewees demonstrated these connections between moral injury,
moral distress, or moral disappointment due to trauma, particularly those with combined military
and police experience. Papazoglou and Chopko (2017) suggested that the full understanding of
how moral distress interacts with or may contribute to compassion fatigue and PTSD
development is not fully clear because empirical evidence is lacking. As they stated in their
study, “The empirical examination of the role of moral distress toward traumatization may
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enlighten our understanding to pathways that lead toward police traumatization. In turn, such
findings may help us develop preventative interventions that may promote resilience among
police” (p. 2).
Effects of moral injury on personal well-being. The health effects category was
extensive, indicating a high degree of stressors generated by the work. A stressor may be some
activity or action that is external to a person and, in this case, to an officer who is called to
respond outside of their normal environment.
According to Kureczka (1996), police officers are often exposed to acute stressors that
are beyond the norm of human experience. They may, at any time, be called to respond to a
situation that may endanger their lives and threaten their well-being or the well-being of their
fellow colleagues. These critical incidents are sudden and may overwhelm an officer’s coping
mechanisms and lead to distress. They may have to change their environment often or leave it
temporarily to regain composure. The findings of this study very much support Kursczka’s
interpretation.
Emotional effects. Several police officers clearly indicated that they had experienced high
levels of stress, especially when responding and attending to calls that surrounded violence,
domestic disputes, gang/gun activity, and casualties. Many described their symptoms as not
being able to sleep, their schedule getting out of balance, and feelings that their life at times was
under stressful conditions. R10 described the work in the child abuse unit, stating how it has had
personal effects such as feeling: “Anger, anxiety…going to calls where I see children
hurt…see[ing] things that should not happen…I get angry at people involved.” This description
demonstrates the type of traumatic experience and emotions that are evoked as a result of the
cost of caring and empathy for others in this line of work.
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Mental effects. Concerning moral injury, many things changed when the respondents
were confronted with traumatic events. R9, speaking of experiencing a traumatic event in the line
of duty, said, “It took a toll on me psychologically…. I experienced withdrawal and did not want
to go back to the work.” R13, who was involved in a call investigating an officer who was killed
after being run over by a snowplow, stated, “For a while, when I saw a snowplow, I thought of
it…and I did not drive through that area…. When I saw a snowplow behind, I didn’t like it…. It
triggered a memory…some apprehension and anxiety.”
According to R10, who previously worked in the child abuse/bureau unit:
I still have some child cases…for child abuse…. It just bothers me so much…on those
days…. I know it’s going to bother me…. I won’t sleep well that night…. I think about
that being my own son…. I can’t look at some of the evidence and photos.… I still have
the old cases…. I don’t give up those cases because I know the victims, and I invested in
them…. I think in everyday life when I see children, it brings back
memories…flashbacks…even calls I hear on the radio…. Anything where there are
children, I get triggered.
In their study on moral stress and policing, Andersen and Papazoglou (2015) observed
that sustained moral stress “may lead to compassion fatigue, which may eventually lead officers
to experience PTSD as well as other comorbid disorders (e.g., major depressive disorder, panic
disorder)” (p. 2). This finding is reflected in the response of R3 describing a traumatic call:
The initial shock…I did not realize I was shocked because there was so much to
do…only when it stopped all of a sudden…it was quiet again…. We got to be doing
something…but there is no hope for anybody…. You just have to carry on from there….
We were on overtime [burnt out].
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Papazoglou and Chopko (2017) indicated that “police officers are expected to experience
moral injury that may be a precursor to compassion fatigue and, intertwined with compassion
fatigue, a risk factor to PTSD susceptibility and severity” (p. 3).
In another study on police compassion fatigue, Papazoglou et al. (2019) observed that
there is a
strong correlation between compassion fatigue, compassion satisfaction, and burnout
among minority officers compared to the moderate correlation for dominant culture
officers…. That is, minority officers who experience high levels of compassion fatigue
are more likely to experience low compassion satisfaction. In contrast, more dominant
culture officers may experience moderate levels of compassion fatigue as well as
compassion satisfaction. (p. 12)
In contrast to compassion fatigue, secondary or vicarious trauma, first recognized and
termed by Saakvitne and Pearlman (1996), describes the experience of when a significant shift
occurs in the worldview of the police officer who interacts with victims of trauma repeatedly.
Certain core beliefs about the world may become altered by this ongoing exposure to traumatic
information or experiences.
In fact, according to Frankfurt and Frazier (2016),
Morally injured individuals, for instance, often alter their beliefs that the world [is a] safe
and benevolent place and human beings trustworthy. Events that may lead to moral injury
may be death-related situations, killings, handling/uncovering human remains, severely
wounded victims that the person was not able to help. (pp. 319-20)
Physical effects. What emerged from the interviews was years of cumulative stress that
was like bearing a burden that could not be put down, given up, or exchanged. It had come to
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affect not only their mental health but also their physical health. Seyle (1956) described what he
refers to as the “fight or flight” response, which involves both the upper (cortex) and the lower
(subcortex) areas of the brain. The higher area of the brain is associated with judgment. It uses
past experience to recognize if a stimulus is threatening or nonthreatening and is able to
influence one’s perception and reaction to a stressor. The lower area of the brain regulates
involuntary functions, such as heart rate, breathing rate/depth, and body temperature and is
involved in the emotional response to a stressor. As R2 stated, “When I returned [from
deployment] and went to the counsellor, they explained about stress and the adverse reaction to
the body and effects, and that is exactly what I was experiencing.”
According to McFarlane (2010), “it is possible that an individual’s ability to reconcile
their moral injury with their larger worldview could play a part in the development of late onset
mental health and subsequent physical health problems” (p. 7). Yan (2016), who conducted a
study on moral injury and its impact on health among veterans, asserted that “physical health
status was negatively associated with depression. Spirituality and moral injury were negatively
associated with physical health, whereas age was positively associated with physical health.
Moral injury plays an important role in both physical and mental health outcome” (p. 451).
What became clearer as the interviews went deeper, and toward the last section of the
research interview questions, was that respondents all realized that policing had some long-term
effects on them. They had to make some changes in their lives to manage. They were, at times,
overworked and understaffed. R7 noted,
The last few years in policing has become more challenging, and I and my fellow
colleagues was burning out and I was losing sleep…and I moved up my retirement. They
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finally hired more people which was relief to us…but when I worked in that part of the
world, I felt my world crumbling, and it was physically…draining.
What the above participant described was an experience that had short- and long-term
effects on his health. It appeared as if he was losing control of his personal life, and it had a
serious consequence for his physical and other aspects of health. It was both acute and
cumulative/chronic stress that caused this drain on his life and work.
Psychosocial stress may be both acute and chronic. According to Kureczka (1996), acute
stress is derived from events that have a sudden critical nature and are often resolved in a short
period of time. These situations that induce acute stress are referred to as critical incidents and
may overwhelm a person’s coping abilities.
Boundaries as a coping strategy. Officers strive to find balance in their personal lives,
family, and work. This was a struggle since many officers may be drawn to bring their work
home with them. However, I discovered that many of the participants had found a way to strike
and strive for balance, especially those who had been serving for more than three years. This was
because they had learned the work requirements and that if they did not adapt, it could have
detrimental effects on their performance and/or productivity.
In many of the interviews, the police officers shared how they had progressively learned
how to dissociate work from their personal lives. Although a few officers indicated that their
identity was intertwined with their work role, for the most part, they had learned to leave work
behind. For many, it took years of adjustment to realize the necessity of this. However, for many,
it came with the price of negatively impacting their personal lives, relationships, and health,
leading to potential burnout and high levels of stress, with dire consequences on work
performance and productivity.
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Sewell (1994) indicated that to function effectively, many police officers attempt to
remain objective and professional by disengaging from their emotions during investigations
involving highly traumatic work, such as homicide or sexual abuse. Based on my findings, all
participants found some way to disengage their emotions as a protective mechanism to preclude
the negative health consequences such as high stress, burnout, potential PTSD, and even,
unaware to them, moral injury. However, in all cases, moral injury was observed, whether they
were conscious or unconscious of it.
Faith as a coping strategy. The faith category describes those who have a faith
experience, have a picture of God, who attend church or religious services, who engage in
spiritual exercises or disciplines, or who come from non-faith backgrounds. Whatever their level
of faith or spiritual connectedness, there seemed to be a spiritual struggle common among all
participants. When I speak of spirituality, I am referring to the moral conscience and a deep
sense of the divine or a transcendent power or presence.
Many of the respondents revealed that they had some belief in a higher power. Some
called that divine being God. Others had an association with their family faith traditions, rooted
in some form of religious expression, primarily in the Judeo-Christian or biblical worldview.
There were a few who did not have any association with faith or religion but still held on to a
sense of an internal moral bearing. They expressed moral balance and tension in a world of good
and evil and came to realize that they are part of that grander scheme.
One study by Pargament et al. (2006) revealed that among medically ill patients, religious
coping mechanisms, such as faith, moral beliefs, and hope, can have therapeutic effects on one’s
health. A healthy spirituality may lead to a pathway of positive post-traumatic growth. R15
asserted, “I have a sense of spirituality…. My identity is linked with my career and profession,
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and it brings me satisfaction and sense of resilience when I have seen so much and still be able to
carry on and do the work I do and make a difference in people’s lives.”
About 13% (2 out of 15) of participants believed that, their work was a special calling,
like that of a pastor. As R14 expressed, “Many people refer to this job as a calling like a
pastor…. I feel called to do this job.” In other words, there was feeling of passion within them to
make a difference, and many believed that God watches over them through protection and
blessings.
Those who did not have any direct association with God, faith, or religion still indicated a
sense of belief in a higher power or that there is something beyond them and that they play a role
in restoring some order to a chaotic world. All respondents expressed that they were striving to
find a sense of meaning and purpose in the moral dilemmas and struggles they faced. There were
many seeking to find what their experience with God or sense of a higher being could provide in
helping them see from a perspective that would make meaning to them. For many, they found it
difficult to articulate such deep-seated feelings. They admitted they had not shared their thoughts
with anyone else. These police officers felt a level of comfort and relief in sharing their take on
God, morality, beliefs, and philosophy.
According to R8, the tension experienced in reconciling one’s understanding of God and
the traumatic events faced at work shared,
such traumatic events made me question the flowery picture of God. It ruined my view of
God…. I became more an existentialist…. The sexual predator and the victims…the evil
of drugs, random of acts of violence really changes my view.
Other research conducted by Exline et al. (2014) affirms, “many people experience
religious and spiritual struggles, which affect their mental health and well-being” (p. 208). It
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appears that religious challenges are common, especially concerning ultimate meanings and
moral struggles. Such turmoil are privatized, chronic, and often do not go away over time.
People may be reluctant to seek help or may be unable to find help.
Social support as a coping strategy. In the social support category, all participants
indicated that they had strong social support and outlets that helped them cope with the stress
induced by their work. The majority expressed that they considered their support system
valuable, and they would not be able to continue their work without the understanding and
support of these social connections. Doehring (2005) suggested that “moral stress can be lifegiving if people don’t isolate themselves and reach out to others to share responsibility for and
realistically assess harm” (p. 638). This is evidenced by R2, who emphasized,
What was a great thing for me was a big family I have…and friends who I can go and
talk to…. That helped me to deal with that [trauma] so I could carry on with my policing
career, and I am very lucky I have got a lot of family support.
In my study, the police officers had healthy social outlets that, for many of them, were
invaluable. This was the single most important factor in helping them maintain balance and
sanity in the line of duty. As noted by R7, “Talking with the colleagues…but I have a lot of nonpolice friends…. We walk, go for a coffee…play hockey, shoot the breeze.” This respondent
reflected the opinions of all the participants who intentionally spend time with family and friends
outside of police work.
Several participants mentioned the benefits of receiving counseling or chaplaincy
services. There appeared to be a need to be heard and for each of them to express their thoughts
and emotions and articulate what they had been keeping inside. Graham (2017) stated that “the
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more we can mainstream our moral discourse and share our moral failings and flaws in a realistic
and nurturing public context the greater the chance of amelioration and repair” (p. 17).
R5 was particularly affected by her work; she disclosed that she had to switch units
because her stress levels were affecting her quality of life. However, over time, after obtaining
counselling and realizing that she could make a difference, she returned to her previous role. She
was in her last year of policing when she was interviewed and discovered the experience to be
fulfilling. She found that educating her own children and other parents and children in the
community she serves helped her to cope.
R5 took solace in the Serenity Prayer penned by Reinhold Niebuhr, stating,
I have learned to accept the things I cannot change and courage to change the things I
can, like the poem says. Sometimes work goes home with me, but I got to look at the
positive. I am big supporter of the EAP and chaplaincy and enjoy speaking with the
chaplains, like yourself.
Komaroyskaya et al. (2011) argued that more attention should be given to providing
mental health services to police officers who have killed or seriously injured someone. Their
findings demonstrate that adverse mental health outcomes can be triggered as a result of
neurobiological activation (high levels of stress response) following exposure to such incidents.
Police officers also identified a certain stigma attached to being associated with such events and,
at times, engaged in maladaptive behaviours affecting self-image and self-identity following
these incidents. Engaging in such activities may be a way of coping and self-medicating.
Providing mental health services or programs for such police officers can serve as a preventive
measure and may reduce stigma and maladaptive behaviours.
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Finally, based on my research, despite the moral stress experienced by each participant,
they all have seemed to have found ways to manage, discover coping mechanisms, and
normalize their work situation. Most participants, if not all, engaged in some form of physical
activity and community involvement, such as volunteering, coaching sports, exercise,
meditation, prayer, gardening, and even yoga.
According to a 2012 study on Canadian policing by Conn and Butterfield (2012),
“purposeful activity to promote physical and emotional health…such as exercise, prayer,
meditation, sleep, and taking time-outs” helped eight out of ten officers cope with stress and
critical incidents at work (p. 278). The study also indicated that self-care was helpful as a means
to “enhance the participant’s focus on themselves” and also as a “form of distraction.”
Resilience with respect to moral injury and trauma. I discovered in my findings that
the police officers had acclimatized to their work environment. This acclimatization to the nature
of police work by the officers interviewed demonstrates the development and presence of
resilience. The ability to rebound after such moral trauma, injury, and stress is often referred to
as post-traumatic growth; an experience that comes as a result of positively coping with any type
of trauma. According to Ungar (2012), resilient persons, families, and organizations continue to
grow under stress because they are deeply rooted in life-giving relationships.
In a similar study of post-traumatic growth and meaning of life, Kashdan and Kane
(2011), suggested that
for recovery to occur, trauma related cues and emotions require awareness and openness
while survivors continue committing action toward valued life aims (other than
regulating emotions). Based on this theoretical framework, an unwillingness to be in
contact with distressing thoughts and feelings (experiential avoidance) might operate
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together with post-traumatic distress to predict when people find benefits and meaning
in the aftermath of trauma.
Hence, resilience is not simply a static trait located within individuals but is based on a
person’s encounter with difficult times and his or her response or reaction to it that determine its
outcome on a person’s life.
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Chapter 6: Theological Reflection
Theological Reflection on Moral Injury
Moral injury speaks of an invisible wound or wounds so deep that it causes brokenness
and even the “death” of someone’s soul, so to speak. The moral atrocities witnessed, perpetrated,
and experienced by police officers inflict a deep moral wound that needs understanding. These
wounds can be unutterable and indescribable. Even the memory of them may cause a sense of
pain, remorse, shame, or re-traumatization.
According to Burns et al. (2008), “only those who understand the issues in policing
organizations, power structures, hierarchies, organizational issues, dynamics, and frustrations
endemic to these jobs are viewed as more able to empathize, understand, and validate the
experiences of police officers” (p. 29). As further indicated, “unless the professional is aware of
what we see and how it impacts us, it is virtually impossible for them to understand how we
feel.”
In the findings of this study, I confirmed that the above excerpt was highly applicable to
many participants. The Toronto Police Service is the largest municipal police force in Canada
and the third largest in Canada after the Ontario Provincial Police and the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police. Based on observations, respondents indicated that the general public has a
perception of police officers but may not know how the policing world or structure works,
understand the daily struggles of police work, or be cognizant that police are human beings like
everyone else.
I discovered that police officers go through numerous changes in their lives. At work,
they encounter and are exposed to many traumatic events while daily responding to homicides,
suicides, domestic violence, and abuse among other critical incidents. This constant exposure
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may cause an internal breakdown. It also affects their personal, relational, and family life. I noted
that 40% (six) of respondents described their work as taking a toll on their family and
relationships, which ended up in divorce or separation.
The story of Job recorded in The Holy Bible. Job does not understand his inner struggle
and declares, “But he knows the way that I take; when he has tested me, I shall come out like
gold (23:10 New Revised Standard Version). It is a period in his life of great loss, uncertainty,
and complexity. He is baffled at his inner struggles, sense of identify and agony.
LaCocque (2007) asserts that the book of Job addresses the universal dilemma of human
suffering. He notes the value and importance that each character has in the expression of their
own voice and display of integrity in the unfolding narrative. He argues, “Job, already
overburdened by bereavement, malady, deprivation, and despair seems to be exposed to yet more
aggravation…yet he is reduced to silence before God,” (p.83).
Police officers may feel like the biblical character Job. As R7 commented, “But when I
worked in that part of the world [major crimes unit], I felt my world crumbling.” Yet in the midst
of this, I observed officers rebounding and developing resilience to cope with their circumstances
and carry on with their work. I also noticed that, like Job, police officers could not fully
understand what was working deeply within them causing this agony, resentment, or conflict
until we began to have a conversation that helped clarify and bring to the fore the concept and
trauma-induced condition of moral injury.
R8 seems to have captured the essence of Job’s life when providing their perspective on
faith, God, and life, stating,
There is a God…but not the one I now believe. There is an idea if you do “good things,”
you go to heaven. When you do bad things, do you make amends to those the person
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has wronged? Where is the single purpose of believing in God? I do believe in God, but
not everything always make sense. I believe more of the God of the OT…checks and
balances…choices and consequences.
Further realizing that God is not apathetic toward His creation and humanity, LaCocque
(2007) argues, “The grand Divine demonstration is highly ambiguous. It reveals to the extent
that the creation does mirror the Creator’s design, an originally all-powerful God who has chosen
to struggle and suffer with the creation over against Job’s expectations that God is in full
control,” (p.83).
Clines (1995) proposes a deconstructionist9 view on the life of Job embracing three main
tenets namely, moral retribution, suffering, and the aftermath of deconstruction. In moral
retribution, that is to say, that one receives punishment for what they deserve or their deeds
committed, based on the plot of the book of Job it indicates that this traditional view or dogma
would appear false. Job is known to be an upright man and so it would then follow logic that
this is not applicable. However, as the plot thickens we realize that the traditional view holds
true on the account of what has happened to Job. There seems to be no other explanation.
There appears to be two conflicting philosophies emerging from suffering that need
attention. According to Clines (1995), he argues that in the first philosophy the wicked should
suffer; the second philosophy shows that a righteous person suffers. How can we reconcile both?
Does the first philosophy undermine and/or deconstruct the second philosophy or vice versa?
Clines (1995) furthers believes that there is no undermining going on here though conflict and
confrontation is evident. Hence, any narrative of movement must have some inherent

9

By deconstruction, I mean using Culler’s (1983, p.86) definition where he asserts, “To deconstruct a discourse is
to show how it undermines the philosophy it asserts, or the hierarchical oppositions on which it relies.”
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contradiction. He contends that what we see affirmed in the first philosophy in the prologue of
the narrative is then negated by the philosophy innate in the unfolding narrative of events.
Clines (1995) further questions whether this book has any relevance to humanity at large,
what type of suffering does God approve or what does one do when suffering occurs? It is a
very paradoxical position to be in to answer the overarching question about the problem of
human suffering in relation to the book of Job. It may be that Job’s narrative is an isolated case,
or not have any implications to humanity at large. On the contrary, from life and other literature
is indicates instinctively otherwise. Finally, Clines (1995) asserts that the Book of Job may be an
artifact of deconstruction.
Moreover, in post deconstruction, Clines (1995) posits that the text goes on being read by
those without deconstruction lenses and it continues to have the meaning it has. What sustains a
book beyond deconstruction is what Clines (1995) aptly describes as having its own rhetoric; the
persuasive power to defy reason and provoke its reader to ascribe some sort of success to the
narrative’s conclusions despite its lack of logic and understanding.
Jones (2009) addresses some intriguing insights of her book Trauma and Grace:
Theology in a Ruptured World, giving attention to the need for the church and theologians to
address the issue of trauma, both as a collective communal identity and as individuals.
Throughout the book, a thematic thread is evident: “It’s not just your problem. It’s our
problem—my problem, the church’s problem, God’s problem. You don’t need to be alone, and I
hope we can work on it together. That’s what faith communities do” (p. 27).
Upon reflecting on my findings, it is apparent that the police officers in this study carry
with them invisible wounds that are not easily identified. The police service and organization can
be compared to the church, where many traumatic events and encounters may be kept in the
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dark, lost in structure and systemic issues. It may go unaddressed, unresolved, or
unacknowledged.
There are concerns and issues that may be bottled up and suppressed due to the nature of
tainting or discrediting the police organization. As R6 revealed, “There are some internal
politics—fraught with politics—jockeying to get ahead. The drama and trauma of the work!
What really erodes morale at times is the issues within the system.” And unless the issues within
the system are addressed, it will be difficult to rectify them.
It is interesting to note how police officers in this study echoed similar sentiments,
expressing their disappointment in the way in which the police organization and a fragmented
judicial system work, where offenders or criminals may slip through the cracks, leading to a
miscarriage of justice. R6 again shared some insight: “The issues within the system …the
criminal element…the court system is sometimes a revolving door, and it is really disappointing
when you arrest someone and see you them out or do not get the punishment/penalty they
deserve.”
Jones (2009) uses the cross as a symbol by contextualizing the passion narrative with
trauma theory. The cross is paradoxical in nature, blending both attraction and atrocity, good and
evil, and redemption and repulsion. Further, Jones relates a story of four women from a selfdefence class and their reaction to the reading of the passion narrative. One character named
Leah is traumatized and confused by listening to the account of the sacrament of the breaking of
the bread, while a different response is elicited in the other women. Based on their response,
Jones introduces the concept of the Christology of Mirroring.
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These women find solace and solidarity in Christ when they were being violated. They
visualize that the presence of Jesus was with them during the difficult violent moments in their
lives. This underscores the limitations of language yet vividly places value in silence.
Lastly, Jones (2009) discusses the motif of grace and sin. Jones argues that sin mars
God’s image and distracts us from actively experiencing God’s glory. Further, Jones presents
concern over how sin may affect the creativity of women, given traditional views of Christianity
and its association of sin embodying sexuality, femininity, and humanity. Jones compares
reproductive loss with women who cannot find their way in either feminist trauma theory or
systematic theology. Interestingly, she identifies three feminist tales of the self and discovers that
there is no place for those who carry death, as it were, who are non-agential, hopeless, and
fragmented.
In contrast, addressing the theological response to trauma, Rambo (2010), discusses the
implications of a pastoral approach to care for those who may suffer from moral injury. She
predicates her theological interpretation on the historical works of the Catholic theologian Han
Urs von Balthasar, who espoused the notion of Holy Saturday. Rambo (2010) uses this day in
the context of centering between the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ to construct a
theology of the middle ground between life and death. This indicates a way of finding an
understanding and meaning from the aftermath of trauma and death.
Rambo (2010) sets out on a daunting but brutal task of reality that reflects the theological
struggle of people who experience traumatic events but must continue to live in the presence of
death. Notably, a unidimensional view of death followed by a resurrection, which brings hope
and redemption, is not the experience for all. The raw and real effects of loneliness, loss,
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injustice, anger, abandonment and even confusion may linger. It is a gnawing sense of fear,
uncertainty, void and vacuous feeling of nothingness, where death alone remains.
Faith and the religious experience through a Judeo-Christian foundation is not infallible
or immune from the ravaging realities of human finiteness and failures. Rambo (2010) contends
that this faith experience is not a neat narrative of salvation, but is what arises from the ashes of
trauma; a witness of life and death. This condition is fragile and fraught with facing the
unknown yet it becomes sum and substance of the human experience of suffering and trauma.
Finally, Rambo (2010) argues that the Christian narrative viewed from the middle ground
between life and death facilitates a greater depth of understanding and appreciation. Amidst
being in a place of perplexities and adversities, new possibilities emerge in responding to trauma
and moral injury.
Many of the police officers at times expressed a sense of their fear of the potential danger
their lives may be in as they go out to serve and protect. When they encounter traumatic events
that are beyond their control—murders, shootings, or loss of life—it carries a sense of morbidity
in the midst of death. They try to tell themselves there is going to be another day after this,
clinging to some degree of hope.
Theological Reflection on Healing and Wholeness
When we see the incomprehensible and indescribable love of God in redemption, it is
starkly contrasted with the appalling effects of sin, the depth of dysfunctionality, and the extent
of brokenness in our world. The primary purpose of this redemptive work is to restore God’s
image in all creation and make humanity whole. Jones (2009) invites the reader to take another
glimpse at the cross, where we see the juxtaposition of both mourning and wonder. There is a
profound paradox emerging from the nature of the cross when we realize that we are both hurting
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and healing, both sinner and saint, both broken and blessed living in this state of being.
Somewhere in the centre of it all, healing occurs, and we are put back together amidst the
conflict. The assurance of God’s grace is able to hold and uphold us, secure and sustain us
through all the trauma and violent moments in our lives
I sense that for many of the police officers who “serve and protect,” there is some
presence of God’s grace through the healing of the deeply inflicted, invisible moral wounds that
they experience in the line of duty. Yet as one respondent (R5) aptly stated, “We have learned to
live with it and carry on.” I think he may have captured the essence of this paradox of grace. In
fact, all respondents showed that various resources, such as social support, exercise, meditation,
and faith in God, among others, had helped them cope with the ravaging realities of the nature of
their work that induces trauma and, by extension, moral injury.
One way of making sense and coming to terms with moral injury as suggested by Antal
& Winings (2015) is to create a space for grace. Since healing from moral injury should
encompass a spiritual dimension, what might this wholistic approach to healing look like? Many
people who are victims of moral injury find it difficult to reconcile their inner feelings. One of
those challenges according to Antal & Winings (2015) “is to feel grace and acceptance again as
they try to distinguish shame from guilt and move from the divided life of moral fragmentation
and disengagement toward integration and wholeness,” (pp. 388-89).
Many respondents grappled with a sense of right, wrong, and dealing with the realities of
living in an evil and imperfect world. This inner moral conflict, which may contribute to or
exacerbate moral injury, is an ongoing challenge. Antal and Winings (2015) argue that the

training and instruction received for combat survival and hostile situations is to morally
disengage which can affect feelings of shame and guilt and is counterintuitive to the approach
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required for healing. Palmer (2004) contends that in order to initiate any healing process that
moves toward a space for grace is to create an environment of trust and safety for the soul.
In reflecting upon the findings, particularly in the faith section, police officers began to
describe their notion of God and also the struggle they have with not understanding God, a safe
place, and why things happen the way they do. R7 gave us an insight into this conflict, stating, “I
have questioned God at times…. I would go home and pray and say, ‘Let me be the
officer/person I can and do the best job with these cases.’ Things happen for a reason, and I am
where I need to be.”
Many of the respondents described their image and picture of God as distorted. Some
could not understand why God would allow such evil and atrocities to transpire. Beyond that,
many were simply searching for an answer to the moral dilemma in their lives and society. One
can hear the struggle and also the reasoning in the thoughts and words expressed by R11:
There is some faith…some spirituality…something more than here…and those
moments I question if there was a God, why did you allow that to happen? How does
this happen if there is a higher power…. I question this at times…. There are moments
why couldn’t He (God) step in and stop this…but I try not to be hypocritical…there is
the other side…. God takes the good ones, or He doesn’t allow or allows things to
happen.
Palmer (2004) asserts that confession and forgiveness is part of the healing process for
the soul. There is a deep need for human beings to reconcile feelings of guilt and shame as they
struggle with themselves, with others (the offended), the event that triggered the moral injury,
with God for some and even with death itself.
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There is great value in confession. In fact, the Holy Bible alludes to this in Psalm 119:2628 where we may find the expression of confession being good for the soul emanating from.
One of the prominent authors on sacred practices and disciplines, Foster (1988) comments: “The
discipline of confession brings an end to pretense. God is calling into being a Church that can
openly confess its frail humanity and know the forgiving and empowering graces of Christ.
Honesty leads to confession and confessions leads to change,” (p. 157).
Rice (1999) described this need to reconcile occurring on two planes: both the vertical
and the horizontal. In the horizontal dimension, healing of our relationship to others and to our
environment occurs; in the vertical dimension, our relationships with fellow human beings and
God are initiated and restored. In my research, respondents indicated the importance of working
together with their fellow officers, building team spirit, cohesion, and healthy collegiality. A

sense of connectedness and positive attitude toward working with others played a pivotal role.
In his reflections on the whole being of a person, Wong (2002) illustrated his point of
wholeness by stating,
In a full orchestra, you have the strings section (violins on the left, violas, cello on the
right, woodwinds in the front center, behind it the brass section, and at the back the
percussion drums. Sometimes you also have a choir. So, it is with our person. There are
many dimensions that make up our person, the spiritual sphere, the mental-intellectual
attributes, the physical dimension, the psychological-emotional component, the relational
aspect, the socio-cultural extension. A good orchestra is made up of colorful string
sections, bright brasses, clear woodwinds, stirring percussion support, and a magnificent
choir, all working harmoniously to reflect the conductor’s vision and his master
directorship. For the Christian, God through His Spirit, is the conductor to integrate all
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the different dimensions of our being into the state of wholeness to which we aspire. (p.
187)
The imagery and illustration above are an important factor and can be seen in police
work. Throughout the research study, I found that police officers stated the value of working as a
team and not in isolation. I discovered that the participants in my study seemed to draw much
from their experience as police officers by sharing the commonalities they have with each other.
What I also noticed was an innate cohesion and interconnectedness within the organization.
One respondent (R9) provided a metaphor that encompassed their sense of being a part of
the whole as expressed,
When there a traumatic event or an officer death/memorial…I pull out my badge…. I
turn to my badge…(metaphorically) it helps me to remember I am about service…. It’s
weird that it’s that symbol…. I like touching it…feeling it…its imperfections…. I’m part
of a service…. Service doesn’t die…. I am a service, not just a person…. Brings me back
together…it represents more than me…. I am not alone…. It’s a bigger family.
I also observed in my research that for police officers, the quality of relationships they
had with each other, their respective families, and their social support systems was helpful.
Respondents indicated that they had lives outside of the policing environment and that the health,
sanity, and balance they strive for is external to their professional careers. R1 shared their
practice for dealing with balance in his life and work: “Go be with the ‘normal people’ that you
don’t see and do with the same people every day at work. Changing my environment. I am
fortunate to have a spouse for 23 years who is understanding.”
In this research study, many police officers indicated that they would like to feel better
and be more connected with family, their social circle, and even with God. Many expressed a
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desire to achieve balance and live whole lives rather than living compartmentally. R1 stated that
“a main factor of dealing with trauma is my overall health, mental health, physical, positive
thinking, higher beliefs, quotes I hang in my locker. A physical form of exercise is big for me.
And also getting away from work [and] leaving the environment.”
From this research, police officers find comfort, strength, and hope in their faith-based
and/or spiritual practices. As R14 aptly described, “Every night when I pray, I say, ‘Please help
me to make good decision’ and ask that it be God’s will that I be safe…. Prayer is comforting
and consolation…. My faith is an outlet and strength for me.”
Among the police officers in this study, there was rich diversity and a variety of ethnic
backgrounds. I noticed that intentional efforts to learn and work with people of differing cultures
and ethnicities and also to use those strengths in policing of communities that reflect diverse
ethnicities served to unify and not divide this cadre of officers.
As R7 commented, I think she came to realize that reliance on God and His infinite
knowledge provides a sense of relief for her and that she does not have to take it all and deal with
it all. She asserted that “He already knows all the details [bad stuff], and I don’t have to go over
all the details…. To have somebody there above anybody else…it’s comforting to me…and He
has put and kept me there [in this place of service].”
R1 encompassed a view that reflects the sentiments expressed by fellow colleagues and
that has to do with believing something greater beyond themselves holds their lives together as
so aptly articulated, “My picture of God is simply as referring to the footprints poem, those are
things of grave importance. I never feel abandoned that thought for myself and in helping
others.” At the end of it all, this respondent truly embodied a truth that is expressed in this study:
that the comfort, assurance, healing, and way forward in this line of duty is to know that
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someone and something greater lies beyond our grasp and; it is that thought personified that
gives a sense of hope to these men and women who serve in uniform.
R2, having grown up in a religious environment, had a unique perspective about God,
life, and morality. They believe that
you don’t need God or a religion to define what is right or wrong…. I don’t have a
picture of God, but I do have a morality. We as humans have an understanding of what
is right or wrong…. For me…what is good for the majority of society is good for me….
I also believe that the stronger and more capable have a moral obligation to look after
people who are more in need of my help…. As a police officer…the stronger helping
the weaker, those who have larger capacity have a moral obligation, almost like the
work of a sheep dog.
One can infer much from the above excerpt. R2 felt a “moral obligation” to take care of
those in need, and this may contribute to achieving wholeness as we seek to close the gap that
has caused so much brokenness in our world. R2 implied that there is some God-given duty to
take care of one another in a helpful way promoting healing, protecting those who are helpless,
and responding to the importunate needs of others.
I observed emerging from the study a strong sense of duty and looking out for each other.
Many indicated they have made lifelong friends with fellow officers in their policing career.
Also noted was looking out for others, creating healthy synergy, and being a team player as
important factors they value. As R15 shared, “We are our brother’s keeper,” which is referenced
in the Holy Bible (2015) from Genesis 4:19, and surfaces in this research.
Moreover, returning briefly to the story of Job, we find that He later acknowledges and
accepts that God is ultimately in control and knows best in his life though difficult to
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comprehend. He comes a point of looking at life at a whole and submitting to a contextually
macro-view from God’s perspective. Job states, “I know that You can do all things, And that no
plan is impossible for You. Who is this who conceals advice without knowledge? Therefore I
have declared that which I did not understand, Things too wonderful for me, which I do not
know I know that you can do all things, and that no purpose of yours can be thwarted” (42:2-3).
Parsons (1981) broaches three main themes clustering around the issue of human
suffering and making sense of it focusing on the dogma of divine retribution, the creation theme,
and legal metaphors. He suggests that “the main purpose of Job is to show that the proper
relationship between God and man is based solely on the sovereign grace of God and man's
response of faith and submissive trust. This involves (in a negative fashion) the refutation of
the retribution dogma and its corollary that man's relationship to God is a business contract
binding in court,” (p. 151).
Wong (2002) observed that in his metaphorical orchestra, the full score of music is
greater than sections of it and that one section may compensate for another. He then shifted to
reference the experience of an amputee who
physically speaking, is not whole in an organic sense, but she can still be whole and
functional in another sense.... The person, even though she is bedridden or with all lower
limbs amputated, could still reach that particular destination through her letters, email,
phone calls, thoughts, prayers in order to contact another person and to bring comfort,
peace and joy. (p. 188)
`

Finally, Wong (2002) concludes, as duty and honour personified, though old as time,

“stands whole in image, in symbolism, in its coherent statement of spiritual emphasis and its call
to a higher reality” (p. 188).
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I have come to realize that the work of healing and restoration is the work of a lifetime.
In fact, God modelled this work of ministry. Exemplified in the life of God the Son, Jesus Christ,
when he quoted from The Bible, as recorded in the Gospel of Luke, Chapter 4, where He speaks
of healing the broken-hearted, proclaiming good news to the afflicted and bringing freedom to
prisoners and those oppressed. It is an interesting description of the work God does and what
police officers do. There seems to be some correlation—police officers are often seen as
responsible for bringing some peace and justice to the communities they serve.
Based on my findings in this study, I would propound and propose that a spiritually
integrated approach to care and psychotherapy is needed to achieve not only spiritual wholeness
but also wholeness of the entire person.
Yan (2016) observed, “The fact that moral injury does not only affect mental but physical
health lends further credence to the use of a ‘whole health’ or ‘integrative health’ perspective as
part of patient-centered care” (p. 455). This may provide insight into how to address and attend
to those who may have sustained moral injury although it is traditionally outside the scope of
current medical and therapeutic practice.
In my research with police officers, it has provided profound insights on how I can more
effectively serve, relate and help them in their struggles with moral injury and trauma. It has
opened up new vistas to me in the following areas: first, to practice the ministry of presence
showing unconditional support and creating a safe space; second, to facilitate a space for grace to
listen with no condemnation so that police officers can vocalize their feelings, articulate the deep
struggles of their soul; third, to affirm their humanity, their work, and to assure them they are not
alone in this healing processing and; finally, to inform them of resources such as a EAP, therapy,
and the chaplaincy to help them during theses challenging times.
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For the purposes of this study, embracing a wholeness and wellness approach to address
the invisible wounds inflicted upon police officers in the line of duty and to help attenuate the
adverse effects of moral injury and move toward personal healing and recovery are
recommended.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion
Strengths and Significance of Study
Experiences of trauma, violence, crisis, or hostility can be morally compromising and
unsettling. The empirical research on moral injury is still nascent, and there are more unanswered
questions than there are definitive answers. Concerning research, the literature review is
primarily based on U.S. findings. There has been very little prior research regarding moral injury
with Canadian police officers—therefore, this study makes an important contribution. This study
also identifies the difference between traditional, fear-based models of trauma and experiences of
guilt- and shame-based injuries. Finally, my familiarity with the workplace setting is a strength—
but could also be a limitation if I were not aware of my own preconceived ideas and biases. I had
to be vigilant about not allowing my biases to influence my interpretation of the data. One way I
attempted to avoid this was to write down my assumptions, knowledge, and expectations before I
began gathering data. This has been called “bracketing” all a priori knowledge about the topic
(Morse & Richards, 2002, p. 47).
Limitations
The small sample is a limitation of this study (as in all qualitative research). Participants
were drawn from only one police service. Additionally, the collection of data vis-a-vis the
qualitative interviews did not permit comparison between descriptions of moral injury and the
diagnosis of PTSD. Whether a participant met the criteria for PTSD or not was known only if he
or she voluntarily disclosed that he or she had been diagnosed with this disorder.
Implications
Through this study, I intended to contribute to the limited body of literature on moral
injury in general and within the Toronto police in particular. This paper will contribute to the
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body of theoretical knowledge and the findings can hopefully be extrapolated and applied to
other frontline workers (i.e., firefighters, EMS personnel, and other first responders).
Additionally, this research may have policy implications by sparking interest in all areas of
mental health, but more specifically, in the area of moral injury and PTSD and the relationships
between the two. This study should provide insight into the inner experience of moral injury and
how it can be identified and appropriately addressed to help those who are suffering.
Some unanswered questions remain such as: how can we test for moral injury and
identify it more definitively? How long does it take to heal from moral injury once determined
and/or diagnosed? How do we treat those who have moral injury associated with PTSD? In
addition, how we do we deal with moral injury independent of PTSD? This research can provide
helpful information and insights to other police services across Canada and to counselors,
chaplains and therapists in their interactions and treatment with a greater understanding and
informed approach to police officers with moral injury.
Finally, for all frontline service employees and for all those who experience and suffer
from moral injury due to any trauma experienced while working for the Canadian police service,
my goal is that this research will inspire hope and increase awareness. By utilizing an integrative
approach that includes mind, body, and spirit, it is intended that the traumatized will experience
wholeness through regaining a sense of normalcy and acknowledging the role spirituality has
played in moving their lives toward recovery.
Future Research
Now that the symptoms and coping strategies for moral injury amongst some police
officers in Canada have been revealed, future research could attempt to replicate these findings
to determine if moral injury manifests itself similarly in other deployment centres. Additionally,
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conducting longitudinal studies may be helpful to observe changes over time and how the
phenomenon of moral injury affects a person long-term.
Future directions in research should include an exploration of the impact of moral injury
on police and first responders to provide a more comprehensive understanding of this
phenomenon and ways in which service members can recover. Healing that uses therapy to
recover from moral injury would be a further study beyond this research. Research involving
larger systems of recovery from moral injury that use a multidisciplinary approach and that
integrate leaders from faith-based and spiritual communities, as well as other communities, is
required. Further questions for investigation may be: what are long terms effects of moral injury
on police officers? How can we readily recognize and treat moral injury? What specific
mechanisms in the brain are affected by moral injury? Finally, how can we prevent and/or
prepare for moral injury that minimizes the consequences or toll on police officers?
Brock and Lettini (2012) indicated that spirituality and religion have merely been alluded
to in current literature, yet each is a critical component of moral injury, recovery, and soul repair.
A mutual relationship has been proven to exist between each component. Nevertheless, in many
ways, these elements are differentiated. Moreover, the research gathered was minimal from
individuals who work within a police force; studies were primarily based on findings from those
who served in military/war settings.
However, research models thus far provide an excellent platform for future national
investigations. According to Litz et al. (2009), future research on moral injury should consider
studies that differentiate it from PTSD and other mental health outcomes. Further studies that
avoid traditional, fear-based models of trauma-based exposure and instead target moral injury
directly, including focus on guilt- or shame-based injuries are needed. These may provide
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evidence for moral injury’s unique characteristics and construct validity and may reveal what can
be done to address inevitable mental health conditions. What is clear is that moral injury can
occur and continue beyond retirement, deployment, and after the original trauma. Existing
trauma research and counselling reveal that many people do not fully recover but instead come to
terms with themselves and the experience and feel greater contentment, less tension, and a return
to a new normal. Studies are needed to bolster the understanding of moral injury as part of PTSD
and as a diagnosis on its own, providing further insight into the inner workings of moral injury
hopefully finding healthy ways to recover and return to a sense of normalcy.
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Appendix A. Information and Invitation Letter
RE: Data Collection for Research Study
My name is Daniel Saugh, a graduate student researcher with Wilfrid Laurier University. I am
also a volunteer Chaplain at Toronto Police Service, 23 Division. I am planning to conduct
research to explore awareness and occurrence of moral injury due to trauma in the line of duty.
Though I am a volunteer Chaplain, in this case, however, I will be in the role of a researcher with
Wilfrid Laurier University.
Moral injury is defined as internal mental anguish as a result of a violation of one’s belief and/or
a person’s moral foundation. You may have heard the term “Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder”
(PTSD) which has a relationship with moral injury, as some of the symptoms may appear
similar.

Specifically, in this research, I am concerned with how moral injury (a violation or transgression

of one’s deeply held beliefs/values) impacts one’s mental and spiritual health and how a person
who may have experienced moral injury can recover to regain a sense of normalcy. I seek to
explore the question: “How do Canadian police officers who have experienced violations of their
moral/personal beliefs/values in the line of duty describe the effects of such violations on their
health and well-being and the ways they have coped with their experiences?”

The feedback that you provide will assist our fellow members within TPS to better manage such
mental, emotional, and psychological traumas in a healthy way and help us better understand the
appropriate resources we can turn to for help to allow us to remain operationally effective.
The Superintendent of 23 Division and the Chief of Police has authorized this research and is
supportive and committed to provide any help to police officers who may be affected. As a
result, should you consent to participate in this research we can meet privately at your discretion

and preference in an undisclosed interview room at 23 Division or at my research office at the
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Toronto Police College. The study is approved by the Review Ethics Boards at Wilfrid Laurier
University and Strategy Management, Toronto Police Service.

Data collection will be done using the following methods:
1. Observations and field notes.
2. Obtaining the essence of your experiences (known as the phenomenon via awareness and
possible occurrences), through Key Informant Interviews (i.e., police officers of all ranks
confidentially and separately).
Therefore, I am requesting your permission to participate in this study.
Further to this information letter, an informed consent form will outline the specific nature and
purpose of the study and will also explain the approach that will ensure your confidentiality.
Thank you for your kind consideration in this important matter.
Sincerely,
Daniel Saugh
Graduate Student,
Wilfrid Laurier University
Toronto Police Service, 23 Division
Chaplain
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Appendix B. Consent Form
Study Name: Perceived awareness of Moral Injury among Toronto Police
Researcher/Contact: Daniel Saugh, graduate student in Human Relationships, Wilfrid Laurier
University (volunteer Chaplain with Toronto Police Service 23 Division) Contact Information:
email: saug2280@mylaurier.ca; telephone: 905-532-0282.
Research Supervisor: Dr. Brice Balmer, Professor, Wilfrid Laurier University, Waterloo
Lutheran Seminary. Contact Information: email: bbalmer@wlu.edu.
Purpose of the Research: The purpose of this research is to determine the level of awareness
and possible occurrence of moral injury due to trauma in the workplace. This research will be
conducted through a short questionnaire, observation and interviews.This research is separate
from my role as a chaplain; the results may be published as a doctoral thesis to help expand
knowledge in the field and help other police members and even first responders in the line of

duty, but all information will be kept strictly confidential.
Benefits of the Research: This research is designed to help advance the knowledge of moral
injury as it relates to trauma that people in law enforcement experience on an everyday basis.
Your feedback is aimed to help people deeply affected by moral injury who would not normally
come forward or acknowledge this to be an issue, even though it may affect their mental health.
You, personally, will gain awareness, help others become more knowledgeable, and will identify
or manage any such occurrence in your career.
Your Requested Participation: You will be asked to participate in a short demographic survey
followed by an interview of questions, share with the Researcher any thoughts as field notes via
observation, and provide any information you may feel is necessary as it pertains to moral injury
and trauma. Your contribution, as a Canadian police officer, will help to expand the limited body
of literature that currently exists among law enforcement, and will help to raise awareness by

addressing this important condition.
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Participation in the research is completely voluntary and participants may choose to stop
participating at any time, for any reason. Should you refuse to answer any particular question(s)

and/or completely stop participation altogether, your decision will not influence the nature of
your relationship with Researcher, with TPS staff, with Wilfred Laurier University, or with any
other group associated with this project, either now or in the future. Upon request, all associated
data collected from you will be destroyed, wherever possible.
Risks and Discomforts: You may experience real or perceived risks and/or potential discomfort
that may result from recalling an experience, retelling a story, answering any interview
questions, and/or providing responses to survey questions. In such an event, to mitigate any
harm, you have the option to discontinue the research at any time, and/or (upon consent) be
referred to a professional (e.g., a counselor, therapist, the Employee Assistant Program, etc.) for
any help you may need or require.
Confidentiality: Confidentiality will be provided to the fullest extent. All interviews will the
recorded for transcription and accuracy purposes for research. Any documentation (both written

and audio) that results from the interview(s) and its related data collected will be stored securely
in password protected computer and/or hardcopies will be safeguarded in a locked filing cabinet
under supervision of and with access to only by the Researcher. All data will be stored until the
research is complete and, at that time, will be destroyed through supervised shredding and
disposal.
Questions about the Research: Should you have any further questions about the research
and/or your role in the study, you should contact the Researcher or his Supervisor..
REB CONTACT: This research conforms to the standards of the Canadian Tri-Council
Research Ethics guidelines. Furthermore, this project has been reviewed and approved by the
Wilfrid Laurier University Research Ethics Board (REB#5617). If you feel you have not been
treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a participant in research have

been violated during the course of this project, you may contact Robert Basso, PhD, Chair,
University Research Ethics Board, Wilfrid Laurier University, (519) 884-1970, extension 4994
or rbasso@wlu.ca.”
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and/or Susan Deane, Senior Strategy AnalystStrategy Management, Toronto Police Service, 40
College Street, Toronto, Ontario M5G 2J3416-808-7761; email:
susan.deane@torontopolice.on.ca
Legal Rights and Signatures:
I, (print name) _____________________________________________, consent to participate in
a mental health and moral injury awareness study conducted by Chaplain Daniel Saugh, as
outlined above. I understand the nature of this project and wish to participate. I am not waiving
any of my legal rights by signing this form. My signature below indicates my consent.

____________________________

____________________________

Participants Signature

Date Signed

____________________________

____________________________

Investigator’s Signature

Date Signed

Researcher:
Daniel D. Saugh
Graduate Student in Human Relationships
Wilfrid Laurier University
Chaplain, TPS, 23 Division
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Appendix C. Demographic Survey
This first part is to gather some general demographic information followed by the interview
questions. This interview questions seeks to ascertain your awareness of moral injury due to any
potentially traumatic event (s) experienced, identify any such experiences, and find resources
that help in addressing such an occurrence. Please mark the appropriate lines that apply and
complete the questions below to the best of your ability.
Personal
Age: _______ Baby Boomer (1946-1964); _______ Generation X (1965-1980);
_______ Millennials-Gen Y (1981-1995); _______ Gen Z (1995- ).
Gender: _______ Male _______ Female ________Other
Ethnicity: _______ White or European decent; _______ Hispanic or Latino;
_______ Black or African decent; _______ Aboriginal; _______ Asian;
_______ South Asian; _______ Other.
Marital Status: _______ Single, never married; _______ Married or domestic partnership;
_______ Widowed; _______ Divorced; _______ Separated.
Religious Affiliation: _______ Roman Catholic; _______ Protestant (Christian);
_______ Muslim; _______ Hindu; _______Sikh; _______ Buddhist; _______ Other.
Education level: _______ High School; _______ Some College/University;
_______ Completed College; _______ Completed University;
_______ Completed Graduate Studies.
Years of Service: ______ 0-8; ______ 9-15; ______ 16-22; ______ 22-30; ______ 30+.
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Appendix D. Interview Questions
Part A – Personal Reflection on potential traumatic event(s)
1. Have you experienced a violation of your moral beliefs or values in the line of duty?
(If yes, please tell me a little about the incident(s) as much as you feel comfortable to).

2. How did this experience affect you?

Part B – Personal Reflection on implications and impact on life

3. Did this experience affect your work-life, health and family balance, etc.? How so?

4. How has that affected your internal life (personal, emotional, behavioural or cognitive
changes)?

Part C – Personal Reflection for Moving Forward
5. What has helped you to deal (ground yourself) in coping with this violation of your
beliefs/values?

6. What role has faith (spirituality) played in your life and how may it have affected your
spirituality, morals/beliefs or image of God?
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7. Is there anything else about this experience you would like to share?
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